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Don’t worry. You'll get a good look at 
the taillights soon enough. 


With up to 16 players racing online, the 
competition is fierce. Lucky for you, the 
new interior dash view lets you experience 
the race like never before. Strap yourself 
in and get ready for the drive of your life. 
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The race is on! 


Cover Story 


Death Jr. Root of Evil 


DJ (below, taking a Wii) and company make their console debut in one of 
the best looking and playing Wii games yet! Hallelujah! 


Cover Story 


Okami Wii f 


Ready at Dawn port Clover’s epic onto Wii with astounding results. 
Abreathtaking adventure is at hand! 


Previews 
Fable 2, Damnation, GTA IV, Disgaea 3 (PS3)...and more! 


Reviews 


Check out the first review of Sega’s Viking and Okami Wii, plus Super Smash Bros. 
Brawl, Condemned 2 and many more! 


REDEFINING YOUR STANDARDS 


INTRODUCING THE ALL NEW AREA-51°®° m15x 


Every gamer wants an edge. Alienware® delivers. The Area-51° family of computers attacks the new generation of DirectX® 10 games as 
only Alienware® can. Bringing together hardware advantages such as an Intel® Core™ 2 Extreme Processor and the most powerful graphics 
processors from NVIDIA®, an Area-S1®° system unleashes a game's full potential. Alienware® performance — victory never looked this good. 


Financing is available’, call toll-free or visit online to learn more at: 


Actual case may vary in design. Availability may change without notice. The lighting color shown on the Area-51 m15x and 7500 series systems are generated by Alienware’s AlienFX. Alienware, Alienware Alien head logo and Area-51 are registered trademarks or trademarks of 
Alienware Corporation. Alienware can not be held responsible for errors in photography or typography. “Financing: Alienware Titanium Account (ATA): Offered by CIT Bank to qualified U.S. residents with approved credit. CIT Bank determines creditworthiness, APR, credit limit, and 
eligibility for promotional offers. Taxes, fees, shipping, handling, and any other applicable charges are extra, and vary. Monthly payments based upon pre-rebate price.Minimum monthly payments of $15 or 3% of account balance, whichever is greater. Intel, the Intel logo, Intel Core 
and Core Inside are trademarks or registered trademarks of Intel Corporation or its subsidiaries in the United States and other countries. NVIDIA, the NVIDIA eye logo, and GeForce are registered trademarks and/or trademarks of NVIDIA Corporation in the United States and other 
countries and are used under license to Alienware Corporation from NVIDIA Corporation. All other registered trademarks and trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
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letters@playmagzine.com 


LETTER OF THE MONTH 


Wii-Waggler 


Regarding complaints about the sh***y 
Wiimote waggling games, while | agree 
with these complaints on a certain level, | 
was wondering if the lackluster games are 
more of an indication of lazy development, 
rather than insufficiencies in the Wii itself. | 
would hope that the remote and nunchuck 
can in fact handle complex motions, rather 
than just point and flick. What are your 
professional opinions? A game like Zack 
& Wiki is just the tip of the berg of great 
Wii exclusives, right? You think developers 
and Nintendo themselves will bring on 

the gold? Personally one thing I’d like to 
see is a 1St person Zelda adventure, one 
that plays like Metroid Prime and Elder 
Scrolls, with 1-to-1 sword and weaponry 
controlling. And Dave, you and me both: 
P.N. 03 was the shit, imagine a Wii sequel 
where the dancy combat is motion 
controlled; Vanessa’s hands mimicking 
your own hand movements?! 

Also, while | can appreciate your Girls of 
Gaming mag, how about throwing a “bon” 
for us gay gamers? Like a pamphlet or 
something of sexified guy characters or 
gay moments in gaming (I’m well aware 

of those Japanese “shooters” with naked 
guys all over the place). Hell, I'll be happy 
with a calendar of the Play staff in their 
undies. Seriously. 


Thanks again for being the best magazine 
ever. Peace! John 


We the People 


| am responding to the Back of the Book 
section in the March 2008 issue. It 

seems some of these politicians still don’t 
understand video games, which is even 
more reason for me to consider not voting 
for them. Romney (who is no longer in the 
running) wants to protect children from 
“filth, pornography, violence, sex, and 
perversion.” Now, some of my friends 

and | (as children in the past) have been 
exposed to some of those things and we 
turned out ok. The fact that he is talking 
about video games means those aspects 
are fictional, therefore if one was raised to 
distinguish between fiction and reality, they 
should be alright (just like myself and many 
of my friends). Video games were not as 
advanced when | was a child, but | was still 
exposed to some of those societal aspects 
through other avenues and became a 
responsible adult. Clinton (the female 


one) responded to Grand Theft Auto: San 
Andreas concerning children coming into 
contact with the hidden content. Now, 
children shouldn’t be playing that game 

in the first place because the box clearly 
states that it is for mature audiences only 
(| would imagine 17 and above). Is being 
exposed to that hidden content at 17 really 
that different from being exposed to it at 
18 (where apparently the content would 
have been legal had it been disclosed)? | 
can tell you that | have been exposed to 
worse (as far as viewing the content in 
everyday life) well before the age of 17 and 
yet, | became a responsible adult. Obama 
wanted the video game industry to make 
the descriptions on the boxes of video 
games (relating to what content is inside 
the game) more clear. | don’t see how 
they could be any clearer. All one has to 
do is look in the corners on the back side 
of the box (in most cases) to see what is 


needed to make a purchasing decision. If 


who enjoy not only the next-gen 

systems but the systems that helped get 
video gaming to where its at 

now, the Sega Saturn and Sega Dreamcast 
and the Sony Playstation, could 

you please start an article or column that 
maybe gives the top ten games 

or maybe the top 2 of each genre of a 
particular system. For example, | 

have recently purchased a Panasonic 3DO 
system off Ebay and | do not 

Know what games to buy for it. Which 
games were popular and which games 
had the highest review scores? It doesn’t 
have to be anything in-depth, 

just something to acknowledge that the 
older systems are still alive and 

still fun to play. Thanks for your time. 


Craig K., SSgt, USAF 
Osan AB, Republic Of Korea 


“It seems some of these politicians still don't 
understand video games, which is even more reason 


for me to consider not voting for them. ” 


| was a politician (not that | plan to be), | 
would start by trying to understand gamers 
before asking those same gamers (well, 
the ones who are allowed to vote anyway) 
to vote for me. Hopefully a politician 
someday will have had played video 
games in their past and understand where 
| (and many others) are coming from. That 
video game content (hidden or not) does 
not cause all of us to act in a similar way in 
real life. Usually video games are meant as 
an escape from everyday life or a means 

to try something we aren’t allowed to do 
(or aren’t able to do) in real life. They also 
serve the purpose of allowing us to have 
fun, whether we are children or hopefully 
responsible adults. 


Collin G. 


Welcome to the world of 3DO 


| really enjoy your magazine, especially 
how you combine it with 

Japanese Anime reviews. | have been a 
subscriber in the past but still 

buy it off the shelf since | have been/will be 
moving around a lot. | 

was wondering, on behalf of the gamers 


Send in the clones 


(Regarding all of the internet babble on 
game scores etc.)...| feel that games 
aren't meant to be that serious, since 
they’re games, but yeah. | mean, | think 
with the internet there’s a kind of collusion 
of interests here, where the game media 
resembles every other kind of media. | 
mean journalism and news media... and 
something about how you can click around 
so fast and read any other version of a 
review, news item, article, whatever, from 
other competing websites... it all runs 
together and the whole “community” of 
the internet just starts to sound the same. 
It’s like the internet is all one place despite 
so MANY people being on it. So | don’t 
just mean video games. It’s bothered me 
for a long time how the culture at large, in 
America or the English-speaking world, 
seems to be so similar everywhere... first it 
was radio and TV and the internet has just 
really made things worse. It’s supposedly 
wonderful, but i wish there was more like 
localized culture, but i don’t know how 
that could ever be now, even if we were 


to develop local, small-time closed-off 
internets, closed-off from the Big Internet 
(this place)... | just remember for instance 
that GameFan, early GameFan at least, 
felt strangely disconnected from the rest 
of the publications, and yes Play Magazine 
does that too (and Gamer’s Republic did 

it less), but still... | mean, | don’t mean to 
dehumanize the guys that work for __. 
com, __.com... | watched for instance 
their videos, of getting a Wii that special 
night like a year ago, they each put up 
videos of how their offices got the Wii and 
showed them opening it, and the guys at 
____ cuss alot, and the guys at___ don't, 
etc., but basically | just felt they were all 
the same people. 


Matt D. 


The Motorstorm never stops! 


Just wanted to let you know you nailed 

it on MotorStorm. | never thought I’d like 
another racing game as much as NFS- 
Most Wanted and Burnout Revenge but 
MotorStorm is making a run in my book. 
It’s hands-down the best looking racer 
I’ve ever seen — it may be the best looking 
game I’ve ever seen and I|’m only pushing 
it out at 1080i. The amount of on screen 
action is simply amazing. Havok rocks 
the in-race crash replays. And | love the 
linear aspect of it, race, win and progress, 
no wandering, no open world, no wasted 
time. 


| only get to play for about an hour a day, 

| just don’t have time to cruise around 
aimlessly. IMO, Criterion ruined Burnout 
Paradise going open-world, at least give 
me the option to go open-world or linear — 
a la Most Wanted. 

And what happened to Crash mode? 

Why are the breathtaking replays so 
short? Why can’t | tell where the hell I’m 
supposed to race to? Why can’t | restart a 
race? Why do! have to finish a race when 
I’ve obviously lost? Why do | have to use 
certain cars for certain races? | digress. 
Would love to hear they are working on a 
MotorStorm sequel. All it needs is a replay 
function and it would be an 11 in my book. 
It’s a 10 as is. Can’t see why it hasn’t been 
a system seller. 


> Top Selling Console Hardware (an. 2008) 


The console race is heating up on the heels of the Blu-ray vs. HD 
DVD fallout. It’s anyone’s race as 2008 gets underway. 


Wii 274,000 
PS3 269,000 
Xbox 360 230,000 


> Top Selling Software January 2008 


Call of Duty and Anything packing a guitar continues to soar. 


January 2008 


Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare Xbox 360 Activision 
Wii Play w/remote Wii NOA 


09 


10 | Mario & Sonic Olympic Games DS Sega 


COD 4 guy to Mr. 
daivoeah to 
“Oh, tbe on 


| Burnout Paradise Xbox 360 EA 


Guitar Hero Ill: Legends of Rock w/wireless guitar Wii Activision - 


Rock Band Special Edition Bundle Xbox 360 EA 


Guitar Hero Ill: Legends of Rock w/wireless guitar Xbox 360 Activision 


Super Mario Galaxy Wii NOA 


Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare PS3 Activision 


Mario Party DS NOA 
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Ben: “Read ’em.and weep mofon.” 
: “You're about to get Super Smasher 
n, Private... Nice f eet!” 
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World Gaming League 


Is there anything better than winning a game online and 
scoffing at the pathetic losers in your line of fire? There is: 
it’s winning a game online and scoffing at the pathetic losers 
in your line of fire and also taking their money. If gambling 
for dollars while you showcase your gaming skills sounds 
like a good time, you should take a look at World Gaming 
(worldgaming.com), launching in mid-April and open to 
anyone who is willing to put their skills (and cash) to the test. 
As a community site for console gamers, World Gaming also 
provides an extensive array of networking opportunities. 
Obviously you want to know what you’re up against and let 
people clearly see your own track record, so World Gaming 
will offer an exhaustive list of rankings and profiling. Not sure 
if you’re quite ready and need to test the waters? A training 
area will also help ease into money matches. 
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Games Picker 
AMMA? RIrvseL 


Click on a game to visit it's game room. If a game ts not part of your “My 
Games* list, you can quickly add it to your My Games list by clicking on 
the + button. 
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XBOX 360 


Halo 3 lobby 
Madden "08" lobby 
Gears of War lobby 
oe | 


Fight Night round 3 
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A thousand years of mouscries lost. Its time to sce r them. 


From the famed creator of Final Fantasy, Aironobs Sakaguchi, comes a revolutionary RPG experience 
rich in depth, emotion, and cinematic gameplay. In an age that has harnessed the dark power of magic, 
you are the mysterious, immortal Kaim—on a quest to reclaim 1,000 years of lost memories. Unlock a 

fa haptic weil Base Beat AE aad 4 war 7 toFeveal the path to p rachis pL li ife fama rescue the world. 
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cover story 


Death 


Root of Evil 


Don’t fear the reaper. ..well, maybe a little 


words Dave Halverson 


i | serous gear at mT ERNE LIT Tat LOK 


"NOt Only is Uber platforming in store, rife with 
baroque humor and the single most twisted 
cast of kooks in the gaming universe, but 

it's Coming our way with the kind of wicked 
visuals we all signed up for.” 


t’s good to know that after all these 
years cranking out video game 
magazines (15 and counting to be 
exact) that | can still be surprised. 
It all began back in December 
when, during a trip to Eidos, | 
fell in love with a new IP (which | 
can’t mention) and elected to do 
the exclusive reveal cover for this April 
issue. Happy days. Fast forward to early 
February — about the time we’d be flying 
out to see the game—and the proverbial 
rug gets yanked out from under us. The 
game in question is building such a head 
of steam internally that Eidos (wisely) 
decides to pull back and groom it for the 
full-on multimedia treatment. Great news 
for the game...not so much for Play. A 
few hours later, just as I’m hanging up the 
phone with Capcom, stoked to land the 
review cover for Okami—| get a call from 
Eidos...“Have you ever heard of Death 
Jr.?” At first | thought they were joking 
(and a cruel joke at that), but as fate would 
have it they were dead (hehe) serious: “... 
because we just picked up Death Jr. for 
the Wii.” 

...| digress. | love Death Jr. but I’ve 
always thought that he belonged on the 
Wii. As | was sitting at Backbone doing 
the Root of Evil PSP cover story | was 
dropping hints about how cool it would be 
on the Wii. | mean, DJ on PSP is great, but 
the game belongs on console. Fate had 
intervened. 

There was only one problem. Knowing 
that DJ was coming to the Wii, the 
anticipation would give me an ulcer. “How 
far along is it?” | asked...“Oh, it’s pretty 
much done.” Now is the time on Sprockets 
vhen ve dance! They managed to rebuild 
Death Jr. Il Root of Evil from the ground 
up and keep me in the dark...and it’s not 
like | didn’t run the usual recon. Long story 


RG Hae 


short, these are the kinds of moments that 
make it all worthwhile. 

Right about now most of you (who 
don’t have Wiimote calluses) are probably 
saying, “Big deal...” And you couldn’t be 
any more on the money. It is a big deal, a 
huge deal even, because Backbone has 
So painstakingly “ported” the game over 
to Wii that it barely resembles the PSP 
game, which was great in its own right. 
Superb character models, re-balanced 
and paced levels, pseudo bump mapping, 
shiny reflections, particle effects, dynamic 
lighting... Root of Evil on Wii is second 
only to Super Mario Galaxy visually, and 
that can be argued. So not only is Uber 
platforming in store, rife with baroque 
humor and the single most twisted cast 
of kooks in the gaming universe, but it’s 
coming our way with the kind of wicked 
visuals we all signed up for—a big bright 
shining star in the Wii universe. 

Our adventure begins with DJ and 
Pandora exploring the forest outside of 
suburbia, searching for cocoons for their 
biology final. When they spot the mother of 
all pods, it’s a race to hack it down—a race 
that ends up with the cocoon plummeting 
to the ground revealing the teenage 
girl inside who purchased a monster 
transformation kit with the promise of 
transforming her into hell’s version of the 
Jolly Green Giant (only without the jolly). 
Thanks to DJ and Pandora, however, all 
she is green...and extremely pissed off. 
Using her newfound control over foliage, 
she wastes little time incapacitating the 
only power that can stop her (DJ’s dad) 
and so off they go to save the day. 

More so on Wii than PSP, the second 


cover story 


you take control of DJ you know that 
you’re in for something special. The 


bounce in his stride, the animation, the 
attacks...the connection between player 
and character is instant and totally 
congruous; same for Pandora should 
you choose to embark on a split screen 
2 player game in which both players are 
given complete freedom—| know; we’re 
not worthy. Anyway, choose Du... 

The crux of Root of Evil is a seamless 
transition between third-person 
shooting—pointing the Wiimote at the 


screen while strafing with the Nunchuk 
and shooting your arse off—and scythe 
play using DJ’s trusty blade for melee and 
platforming purposes—rafter and hook 
swings, wire slides, ledge grabs, hover 
gliding... Backbone run the platforming 
gamut, intertwined with some of the best 
third-person shooting you’ve ever have 
the pleasure of discharging. As the game 
rolls on acquired parts can be found 
(exploration is highly recommended) and 
given to the series’ malformed (but highly 
intelligent) conjoined twins Smith and 


Ectoplasm stains are nasty 
business. 


Weston for future fabrication. You don’t 
want to get caught in the game's later 
levels without maxed twin pistols, a tommy 
gun, electric gun, flamethrower, rocket 
launcher, shotgun, the infamous toilet-pare 
launcher and crowd-favorite C4 hamsters. 
Whether you’re battling rabid giant mutant 
vermin, killer toys or reanimated trees, 
you'll need all the firepower you can get. 
Discharge your weapons wisely too; ammo 
is generously scattered throughout but 
limited to rounds on hand. The folks at 
Backbone have been kind enough to dump 
a generous stockpile of ammo around 
each boss, so fire at will when you’re up 
against the big unruly and, for the most 
part, disgusting stuff. Getting there is more Death Jr. Root of Evil 
fun than a barrel of Chinpokomon, but the 
folks at backbone never disappoint at the System(s) Wi 
end of the road. Seite 
And the whole creepy enchilada Developer Backbone Entertainment 
controls like a dream. Backbone’s Publisher Fidos 
Wiimote wizard has wisely resisted the 
urge to make us cast the scythe like Available = 
we’re fly fishing, opting instead for a more 
streamlined split controller approach 
reserving Wiimote maneuvers to special 
moves that can be performed with a flick 
of the wrist. Elsewhere the transition 


along with centering and moving around 
the camera. The game just feels so right... 
you'll see. 

| could ramble on, cackling about 
super-cool scenarios and crazy bits of 
platforming antics (beware killer waffle 
houses), but I’d rather leave you with 
this simple statement: If you have a Wii 
you need this game. Last year’s PS2 
depository is this year’s fresh maker. 
System-exclusives like this are what built 
Nintendo. It’s nice to see that the empire is 
still under construction. 


between shooting and action is seamless 


014 


play: I’m among DJ’s biggest fans (and 
I’ve been sniffing around), yet | didn’t 
get word of RoE for Wii until it was 
done! That’s rare in this business. How 
and why did you keep such a tight lid on 
things? Was the idea to build it and then 
present a finished product to attract a 
publisher, or has Eidos been on board 
from the start? (The anticipation would 
have killed me, so thanks.) 

Mike Mika: When we finished RoE on PSP, 
we had just begun to develop our internal 
Wii technology. What better way to test 
out that technology than to port over our 
game. Not knowing how quickly we’d 
move onto Wii, we had a small team begin 
the process. Initially, it was going to be just 
an exercise. But when we thought about 
adapting the controls for the game, we got 
pretty excited; there were just some things 
we weren't going to solve on the PSP and 
the Wii interface was the answer. Playing 
the first few builds got us excited all over 
again and now here we are. We were 
presented with an unusual circumstance: 
we could actually take direct feedback 
from the PSP game and improve the game 
for Wii, for a whole new audience. 


Root of Evil plays like it was born for the 
Wii. Did you have it in the back of your 
mind during initial development? 

Micah Russo: We always approach 

every title with single-minded focus on 

the target platform. So RoE for PSP was 
designed for the PSP. That said, at it’s core 
the Death Jr. franchise has always been 


about the seamless mixture of shooting 
and platforming, and that gameplay was 
always a bit of a struggle to execute on 
the PSP. I think too the easy accessibility 
of the Wii has a similar draw as the easy 
appeal of Death Jr. So in some ways, | 
think you can say the Wii was born for 
Death Jr. 


Although the layout is the same there 
has been substantial tweaking: The 
group send-off into the overhauled 
training level; the new field manual/ 
Smith and Weston upgrades and so 
on. Did any of this come from user 
input? The game flow is substantially 
improved. 

Micah: As part of our post-production 

on the original RoE we made a “Review 
Matrix” that listed all of the game features 
of the PSP version along with color-coded 
comments (good, bad, or indifferent) from 
the reviews. So when we started RoE 

for Wii, we took out that Review Matrix, 
read through the forums, and related all 


“There’s no cookie 
cutter formula to roll out 
a port, at least not for 
Us. IN Our case, all the 
assets were recone for 
the Wii...” 
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of our personal experiences sharing the 
game with friends and family. When we 
put all that out on the table it was pretty 
easy to see what needed some work. 

One of the major things that came to light 
was the need to make RoE cleaner and 
less complicated for new players to get 
into—hence the revised training levels and 
the new field manual. 


How does a port like this work? Did 

you essentially paint on the same 
canvas, or are parts of the environments 
remodeled? 

Micah: As you mentioned above, one 

of our primary goals was to improve 
gameplay pacing and flow. One of the 
early things we did was map out all of the 
gameplay mechanics again. For example, 
where are rafter swings introduced and 
where do we use them? How do we make 
that better? Once we had that roadmap 
down, we targeted areas to redesign to 
help with gameplay flow and pacing. We 
tried to minimize the impact of these 
redesigns as much as possible, but in a 
lot of cases making those changes meant 
tearing down geometry and rebuilding 

it from scratch. It hurt a bit, but the rest 

of the team was really supportive and 

it shows. | think we made a lot more 
changes in the end than we would have 
guessed at the start. 

James Stanley: There’s no cookie cutter 
formula to roll out a port, at least not for 
us. In our case, all the assets were redone 
for the Wii while utilizing the PSP as the 
blueprint to work from. “Ports” often get a 


bad rap and to a large degree it’s because 
people don’t understand the development 
process and the costs involved. It makes 
a lot of sense to port from handheld 
systems to the Wii because of the lower 
costs and comparable assets especially 
in the case of the PSP. We’d received 


DJ takes a shortcut 
through Foster Farms 


good ratings on the second PSP title but 
were disappointed it didn’t reach a larger 
audience. With the Wii & Eidos’ interest in 
the Death Jr. franchise, we have the ability 
to reach out to not only hardcore gamers 
but more casual gamers as well. 

Norm Badillo: The steps we took with the 
environments were to up-res the textures, 
refine, build, and add geometry afterwards. 
We wanted to evolve the art, as the tech 
evolved, in order to keep the game and 
gameplay intact, so everything was tackled 
in steps, once we knew what our initial 
baseline was. 

The enemy characters had to be 
completely rebuilt. Some of them retained 
their look from the PSP version, and 

some are completely revisioned. DJ and 
the gang were all remade, to match their 
pre-rendered movie counterparts. The Wii 
definitely gave us a lot of room to make 
this happen. 


Are there any disadvantages in porting 
from a mobile app? Is it in any way a 
detriment working from an existing 
template when it comes to tapping a 
console’s potential? Sure wouldn’t seem 
SO. 

Micah: On the design side, | think mobile 
app templates translate a lot easier to the 
console than vice versa. In the mobile 
world, you’re really concerned about 


“As you might imagine, 
we started off with all 
sorts of crazy notions 
of swinging the Wii 
Remote around like a 
windmill...” 


cover story 


keeping play times meaningful over short 
intervals, avoiding pick-up and forget, 

and keeping design decisions smaller 

and cleaner to match the hardware’s 
performance. It’s a lot easier to upscale 
those decisions and keep the integrity 

of the design intact. The main danger is 
suddenly getting greedy with what the 
console can do. If we’d gone crazy with 
Wii Remote control, for example, that’d be 
an example of that bad designer greed. 
Mike: Visually, you could get away with a 
certain lack of detail on the PSP. When we 
first got the game running, it looked much 
better than we thought, but things like text, 
texture and model detail—it just wasn’t 
going to cut it. So we set out to re-master 
all of the assets in the game. We were very 
aware of the reputation that ports get, so 
we didn't want to sell out and go down the 
easy road. | hope people appreciate the 
effort, and judge the game for what it is, 
not where it came from. 


The ersatz normal/bump mapping is 
especially cool. You even manage to 
give it that layer of sheen/glaze. | really 
love the chrome finish on DJs guns too. 
Very few Wii games —actually Mario 
Galaxy is the only one that comes 

to mind—boast this level of texture 
mapping. Is it difficult to achieve on Wii 


“Performance-wise, 
there Is a lot of 
untapped potential 
Still in the system. 
Games like Mario 
Galaxy sure do re- 
enforce this point.’ 


for some reason? 

Norm: The shaders for the Wii are 

very specific to the Wil and its graphic 
hardware. Our engineers worked really 
hard to ensure that the process was as 
easy as it could possibly be. The shaders 
being tied to the hardware could not be 
previewed in Maya, or emulated on the 
PC. The art staff had to tweak the shaders 
specifically on the Wii hardware to make it 
look right. 

Many people have this misconception that 
the Wii is not capable of complex shaders. 
In actuality, the Wii is able to simulate 
many shaders that can be found on the 
more robust systems, if the hardware is 
utilized correctly. The list of some of the 
shaders that we used on the Wii were: 
Rim light: Simulates a nice rim light around 


characters and objects to give it that extra 
level of detail. We mainly used this on the 
characters and enemies. This really gave 
them a look similar to our pre-rendered 
movies, which made the game consistent 
over-all. 

Emboss bump shader: Simulates bump 
mapping on the Wii. We used this shader 
on a lot of the props, environments and 
characters. 

Terrain shader: Blends four maps 
together through an RGB channel. We 
used this shader on many of our organic 
environments. We were able to reduce 
tiling this way in our environments, and 
really give our levels a lived-in feel. 


What about the characters themselves? 
How many additional polys are we 
looking at for DJ and Pandora? And 
does that go for the enemies too? 
Norm: The original DJ was 700 tri’s, the 
new DJ is 7000, Pandora is the same. We 
raised the polygon counts 10x and also 
redid the skeletal rigs to match with the 
higher counts. All the enemies have had 
a similar treatment. We really wanted to 
visually enhance the game. 


Has the animation changed? The new 
bigger characters seem a bit more fluid. 
Norm: The smaller character animation 
held up from the PSP with some tweaks. 
The bigger characters needed more work, 
because of the adjustments that were 
made with the rigs. 


How long did the transition to Wii take? 
All the same team members or have you 
added to the roster? You guys seem to 
be growing. 

Mike: Pretty much the same group moved 
onto the Wii. I’m sure they’re eager to get a 
well-deserved break! It can be challenging 
being on the same game for so long. We 
are definitely growing. We have a lot more 


going on in the studio than we did when 
we first created Death, Jr. You'll soon see 
the results of all that growth this year. 


Did taking the multiplayer from two 
individual screens to a single split 
screen pose much of a challenge? 
Micah: Obviously the LAN networking 

tech hurdle is pretty huge, but in a lot of 
ways having two individual screens was 
really nice. Each player can have their 
own HUD, dialog text, sounds, etc. without 
competing for screen real estate. Getting 
the UI fixed up for two people was one of 
the bigger tasks — especially for things like 
dialogue and camera cuts that had been 
independent in the PSP version. We also 
had to spend a little bit of time figuring out 
what to do with the Wii Remote aiming in 
split screen but that wound up being pretty 
easy in the end. 

Mike: The biggest challenge was having 
someone sitting right next to you in front of 
the TV within “punching” range. 


Regarding Wii development: aside from 
a few system-exclusive third-party 
titles (like DJ) and first-part Nintendo 
games -—the bulk of the games make the 
console seem grossly underpowered; 
closer to the PS2 spec than, say, the 
original Xbox. Where does it fall? Is it 
an unruly console to develop for like the 
old Saturn? 

Mike: You know what, it’s far better than 
people give it credit for. By the end of 
Death, Jr., we felt we could do even more 
than what we could achieve with it the 
first time out. A lot of cool effects and 
features came on-line just a little too late 
for the game, and we’re eager to use 
them. Performance-wise, there is a lot 

of untapped potential still in the system. 
Games like Mario Galaxy sure do re- 
enforce this point. Some of the models 
and effects that our artists are doing on the 
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platform are pretty amazing, the sorts of 
things | never expected the system to be 
capable of. 


| was so afraid of having to make 
casting motions to latch onto hooks and 
wires, etc. But you’ve wisely limited 
waggling to ancillary scythe moves and 
introduced an intuitive control system 
with a seamless transition between 
shooting and melee. Was there a lot 

of back and forth over how much Wii 
Remote waving would be involved? 
Micah: As you might imagine, we started 
off with all sorts of crazy notions of 
swinging the Wii Remote around like a 
windmill, and of course who doesn’t want 
to chuck C4 Hamsters like grenades? 
After playing a lot of Wii games and getting 
a lot of ideas and thoughts from the team 
(luckily we had a lot of wise team members 


“| wish | could disclose 
the kind of people who 
have approached us 
about the movie, it’s 
really very humbling.” 


that didn’t want to get carpal tunnel 

from wagging the Wii Remote all day 
long), the leads locked themselves in the 
proverbial room and spent the “afternoon” 
pantomiming their way through the list. 
We kept the mantra of seamless shooting 
and platforming (melee), and at the end of 
the day it was pretty clear that less was 
more in this case. It’s not to say it was 
perfect off the bat, but we did a lot of fine 
tuning on the melee controls and we were 
able to eliminate a lot of distractions (like 
grenade tossing) from the get-go. 


It’s been a while since | played the PSP 
version. | don’t remember it being this 
funny. Did Seep say stuff like “suck my 
cork” in the original Root or did you re- 
record some dialogue? 

Micah: Most of the humor came from 

the PSP version; the cinematic dialogue 
hasn't changed at all. We were able to 
record some new in-game dialogue for 
DJ, Pandora, and Smith and Weston and 
rescue some other gems that were left on 
the cutting room floor. With the additions, 
we primarily tried to fill in some story gaps 
and work on pacing and comedic timing. 
And for the record, Seep did have that 
line in the original Root...it’s one of my 
personal faves. 


It’s a great cast. The DJ and Pandora 
voices are spot-on for their alter egos. 
Has there been any further talk about 
an anime? Given the Wii’s numbers 
coupled with the excellence of this 
game it would seem almost a foregone 
conclusion that DJ makes his way onto 
TV somehow. 

Mike: It seems like we always evade this 
question every time it is asked. While we 
would love to say we have a TV show or 
movie in the works, and we’ve come pretty 
close, there were just a lot of factors that 
have slowed it down. It’s still up in the 
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air, and the fan base has been very vocal 
about it. | wish | could disclose the kind 
of people who have approached us about 
the movie, it’s really very humbling. Some 
of our biggest fans are animation and film 
heroes of our own. 


Now that the Pandora manga is out, 
what’s your take on DJ boy and Smith 
and Weston as normal humans? Please 
tell me this is an isolated incident. 
Micah: We've always felt that the Death 
Jr. characters needed room to, um, “find 
themselves” in different media. That 
said, don’t expect DJ boy and Smith and 
Weston as normal humans in the video 
games any time soon. 


I’ve been flying the DJ flag for awhile 
now so I’m really happy that he’s made 
the jump to console—and the Wii is 
just the perfect home. Finally, console 
players will see what a cool franchise 
this is. Are you hoping that this is a new 
beginning for a run on console? 

Micah: We sure hope so. It’s up to the 
players to make it so. 

Mike: We sure hope that players take to it 
on console. We'd like nothing more than 
to work with a decent budget and create a 
whole new game from the ground up. We 
really do love the world and the characters, 
and every time we feel we are saying 


goodbye to our little guy, he comes back 
from the dead, so-to-say. 


If you were to create a console sequel 
would you prefer going cross platform 
or do you think that the platforming 
genre has found a new home/safe 
haven on Wii? 

Micah: Our tech is really strong on all 

of those platforms so | think they’re all 
fair game. They each have their own 
strengths, and | think it’s safe to say that 
we would be delighted to find a Death Jr. 
way to take advantage of each. 


So now that RoE has made the move 

to Wii, why not go for broke and do 
another pass for 360 and PS3... Any 
thoughts? Sure would be pretty. 

Mike: In a heartbeat. Internally, we’ve seen 
how good this could look, but it’ll come 
down to sales of the game on Wii. I'd 

love to take DJ to the PS3 and 360; the 
possibilities are endless. For starters, we 
have so much we wanted to do for so long 
with the game, and circumstances have 
always driven how much we could pursue. 
A true console outing would have to be 
done just right, and we're eager to finally 
get that chance. When we are testing 

out new technology, there is a reason we 
immediately test Death, Jr. out with it. We 
love it too much to let it go. 
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DJ and Pandora have undergone 
a Wii bit of a redsign. 
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The man in the iron mask 


words Brady Fiechter 


here are many options 

available for those who 

Claim billionaire status. 

You could buy an island, a 

couple of football teams, 
or if you’re Tony Stark, build a super-suit 
out of iron and fly through the sky. And that 
is exactly what Tony does, but instead of 
ending his blueprint with a suit that merely 
Zips around with rocket boots, he outfits his 
invention with a repulsor beam and missile 
launcher. 
Such extraordinary technology and nasty 
firepower inevitably lead to a power 
struggle between good and evil, churning 
out the kind of classic stuff comic books are 
made for. And so goes the Iron Man march 
into a feature film this May, along with the 
video game of the same name: destruction, 
destruction, destruction. 
The majority of the missions in lron Man 
revolve around taking out reams of air and 
ground targets, establishing a fairly open 
world design in which you have the option 
to pinpoint multiple sections of a rolling 
battlefield. Iron Man is at his strongest in the 
air, but there’s always opportunity to rush 
ground units with a flurry of melee attacks. 
If you can get your destructive hands on, 
say, a tank or turret, you can rip them apart 


Enjoy the view, then kill 
‘em all. 


or toss them into the line of fire for even 
more explosive attacks. If you’re quick, you 
can even grab a missile out of the sky and 
fling it right back to its source, or better yet, 
maneuver around the path of a fighter jet 
and snatch it out of the sky. Definitely one 
of the game’s coolest hooks. 

Following the narrative of the film, lron Man 
the game opens with a slick representation 
of the Mark 1, taking the action on foot as 
this first prototyped suit within the fiction 

of the world nicely roasts footsoldiers with 
a giant flame thrower. Perhaps someday 
watching people flail to their death will grow 
old in a game, but apparently not just yet. 


“..Maneuver around the path of a fighter jet and snatch it out of the sky.” 


_ Available 


Xbox 360, PS3 
Secret Level 
Sega of America 
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GET CAUGHT IN THE CROSSFIRE! 


COME ALONG WITH AN ALL-NEW CAST AND STORYLINE AS A FAVORITE SERIES GOES PORTABLE FOR THE FIRST TIME! 


' Dandelion’ Shot 
Pa Clarissa 


Experience an incredibly deep strategic adventure featuring Customize your party endlessly with over 20 unique and varied 
over 60 stages plus many optional battles job classes. 


Www. \wildarmsxf.com 
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PlayStation Portable 


Www.xseedgames.com 


Wild ARMs is a registered trademark of Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. ©2008 Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. All Rights Reserved. “PlayStation”, “PS” Family logo and “PSP” are registered trademarks of 


Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. Memory Stick Duo™ may be required (sold seperately). The ratings icon is a trademark of the Entertainment Software Association. 
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words Greg-Orlando 


his town needs an enema,” 
and truer words have 
seldom been spoken. 
Gotham City is a city 

in desperate need of a 
high colonic, especially now that all the 
supervillains have broken out of Arkham 
Asylum. 

Who’s going to clean up Gotham? You? 
Those fatcats in Washington? Brother 
Power the Geek? Think again. 

This is a job for Batman—or at least the 
Lego version of such. 

DC’s Dark Knight Detective joins the 
Star Wars characters and Indiana Jones in 
getting the blockhead treatment courtesy 
of British developer Traveller’s Tales. This 
all-new adventure has players exploring a 
gritty, darkened Gotham City in an attempt 
to capture a cadre of no-goodniks such as 
the Joker, Harley Quinn, the Penguin, Killer 
Croc, and Scarecrow. 

As Batman and his young ward Robin, 
players will have access to all manner 
of wonderful toys such as Batarangs, 
cool vehicles such as the Batmobile, and 
special suits that take the place of our 
hero’s ubiquitous utility belt. A glider suit, 
for example, lets Batman soar across huge 
gaps in the Gotham cityscape. Robin can 
access a magnetic suit that allows him to 
scale walls or walk on Ceilings. 

The game offers basic puzzle-solving 
challenges, along with a decent amount 
of platforming and combat. Here, Batman 
and Robin have to use their abilities 
smartly in order to gain access to new 
areas say, with Batman to soaring across 
buildings and activating a panel to drop a 
bridge for Robin to cross. 

In free play mode, players will be able to 
take the role of some of Batman’s greatest 
foes, and each has his own special abilities 
and weapons. Joker wields dual Uzis and 


“We tried very hard 
to make the villains’ 


abilities surt their 


characters,’ the game’s 
oroducer Loz Doyle 
says.” 


has a powerful handbuzzer to electrocute 
his foes. Harley Quinn can charm security 
guards with her feminine wiles (in addition 
to performing a superjump). The Penguin 
can use his umbrella as a glider and can 
hurl bombs at foes. “We tried very hard 

to make the villains’ abilities suit their 
characters,” the game’s producer Loz 
Doyle says. 

Already Lego Batman exhibits the same 
goofy charm inherent in the other Lego 
game titles. One scene featured Joker and 
Harley capturing police commissioner Jim 
Gordon and taking him to (where else?) 

a killer carnival complete with merry- 
go-round, rollercoaster and a crane to 

pick up and drop explosive teddy bears. 
Depending on which side players are on, it 
will be necessary to capture Gordon or free 
him. Such is life in darkly depressing, yet 
oddly fun city of Gotham. 


Suddenly it’s hip to 
be square. 
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| System(s) X360, PS3, Wii, NDS, PSP PS2, Mac, PC 
| Developer Traveller's Tales 

Publisher Warner. Bros Interactive Entertainment 
| Available Fall 2008 


EVERYONE 


Mild Violence 


These four top hats are all the same height, 
but the length of the brim is different. 
In other words, the hats are equally tall 


but vary in width. 


One ot these four hats has a brim and 
height that are the same length. 
Which hat is it? 


: 
Text keyword “Mystery” to 49737 for the answer and a free wallpaper, B) Proresson LAYTON 


ie ee d the 
or visit ProfessorLaytonDS.com to explore this unique Nintendo DS (xi Vi 
adventure filled with riddles, puzzles and hidden treasure. (uRjou 9 LAGE. 


solve your way in. 


Standard text message rates apply. 
© 2007 LEVEL-5 Inc. TM, ®, the Nintendo Wi-Fi Connection logo and the Nintendo DS logo are trademarks of Nintendo. © 2008 Nintendo. 


words Casey Loe 


hen Microsoft debuted 

Ninja Gaiden II’s Aqua 

Capital level at the 

Tokyo Game Show, 

we came away slightly 
underwhelmed. But at last month’s GDC, 
the new Temple of Sacrifice level finally 
delivered the “wow” factor that earlier 
demos had been lacking. Within a few 
seconds of hitting start, Ryu found himself 
in a vast underground cavern filled with 
withering trees and what seem to be hives 
made out of sharpened bones. A crypt- 
like temple dominates the landscape, 
surrounded by a rotting cliffside city 
on the banks of a literal river of blood. 
(Not the nicest place to raise a family, 
perhaps, but I’m sure home values are 
cheap, and the low enrollment at River 
of Blood Elementary probably leads to 
plenty of individual attention from the 
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faculty.) Both the scope and design 
were far more impressive than anything 
we’ve seen out of Team Ninja before. 

The new demo featured three weapons: 
Ryu’s classic Dragon Sword, an upgraded 
Lunar (the staff introduced in Ninja Gaiden 
Black), and a brand-new set of spiked metal 
tonfas that Ryu can spin at dizzying speeds. 
What the tonfas lack in range they make 
up for in power, and in the skilled hands of 
the demo player they delivered a blistering- 
fast 39-hit combo that tore every last limb 
off of no less than three enemy soldiers. 

Yes, the loving attention paid to blood 
spatter and limb dismemberment continues 
to impress and horrify, and we’re even 
beginning to see signs that it may have 
use as an actual mechanic. One new 
enemy had a chainsaw for a right arm and 
a rocket launcher for the left, and a quick 
hit from either side could take the arm 


clean off. You clearly want to make that 
first hit come from the left, because that 
freak knows chainsaw tricks that would 
roil even Marcus Fenix’s stomach. The 
new Ninpo effects—including a whirlwind 
of head-chopping blades—were quite 
impressive and seemed extremely useful. 
The developers have promised that using 
magic will no longer negatively affect 
players’ scores, another important step 
in redeeming the Ninpo mechanic. 
During his presentation, producer 
Tomonobu Itagaki announced that Ninja 
Gaiden || would allow players to upload 
gameplay films, and that the game would 
hit store shelves on June 3rd. Every 
new bit of gameplay we see makes 
the wait that much harder to bear. 


~ Ninja Gaiden Il 


System(s) Xbox 360 
Developer Team Ninja 
Publisher Microsoft 


Available 6/3/2008 
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Destroy hideous bosses across 12 Blast the scourge with the Over six terrifying 
levels in two-player Co-op mode. rapid-fire Wii Zapper. gameplay modes. 


Blood and Gore 


| e@ 
Violence Wi qi sega.com/HOD23 SEGA 


ESRB CONTENT RATING www.estb.org 


© SEGA. All Rights Reserved. Sega is registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. SEGA, the SEGA Logo and THE HOUSE OF THE DEAD 2 & 3 RETURN are either registered www.sega.com 
trademarks or trademarks of SEGA Corporation. Wii and the Wii logo are trademarks of Nintendo. © 2006 Nintendo. 
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Your future home 
away from home 
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able 2 now contains a very 
f special feature that grants 
you the power of virtual 
baby making. Play as a 
woman, have unprotected 
sex, and you might be in big trouble. Or 
blissfully happy depending on perspective. 
Either way, family matters, and here is 
where the outcome of your choices in the 
world further take form. Developers are 
starting to enjoy the idea of offering you 
choices of siding with good or evil, but the 
moral implications never get much past 
deciding whether to kill 50 soldiers or the 
entire army. But however Fable 2 turns out, 
Peter Molyneux exudes confidence that 
his game will make you fully aware of how 
important your actions always are. 
One way the game reflects those 


choices is with that child you’ll eventually 
raise, as he or she grows up a spitting 
image of their parent. Play the role of Mr. 
Nasty and the kid will follow suit; dominate 
your choices with empathy and class and 
your child grows up to be a good soul as 
well. Or maybe just kill the wife and send 
your offspring off to an orphanage and 
redirect your focus on a life of solitude and 
plundering. Gold is a hot item, for sure, 
and Lionhead Studios is implementing a 
gambling side game on Xbox Live Arcade 
around the time of Fable 2’s release. 

This whole “choice” thing is a nebulous 
presence when you’re trying to get a grasp 
of its potential in a preview, so for now, 
we can all agree it sounds good the way 
Molyneux envisions it as he demonstrates 
another of Fable 2’s tenants: cooperative 
play. As he points out, yes, there never has 
been much opportunity to explore a role- 
playing world of this form with a friend, and 
the idea certainly is enticing. A partner can 
join at any time, working as a backup as 
the initial adventurer decides how to divvy 


up rewards and loot. Working together 
invites higher levels of experience than if 
you go around mashing away on buttons 
on individual foes. 

The combat system, as envisioned by 
Molyneux, will be an absolute breeze to 
get into—if you can pick up a controller, 
you can play, so goes the theme—with the 
entire game requiring no more than a one- 
button affair if that’s what you want out of 
the Fable 2 action experience. The more 
impressive and technical your combat 
becomes, the more reward you'll receive. 
By game’s end, the hero will physically 
reflect the fruits of your labor. 


: System(s) 


Xbox 360 


Developer Lionhead Studios 


Publisher Microsoft 


Available Fall 
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amnation has been 
gestating as a Big Idea 
for almost a decade now, 
originally casting seeds 
to grow a film property, 
but now it’s fully rooted in the gaming 
space by newly formed developer Blue 
Omega. If the game’s rousing premiere 
high above San Francisco in the W Hotel 
wasn’t enough to get interests kickstarted, 
there was plenty of bravado to pick up any 
slack: “Damnation could do for its genre 
what Metroid did for sidescrollers.” 
A brief demo on a laptop is not 
enough to validate such claims, but 
there’s no hesitation.in saying that the 
bounty of conagpt designs on display 
were remarkably high level. As ‘gamés 
become more about the artistryethan 
the sophistication, the impaGt@ia 
game’s visions is becoming Wgreasingly 
subjective, andto this gamer’s eyes, 
something supenoF is in the:making.Many 
of the shots you See here are introductory 
stretches of the gage; the rusty tones 
will give Way to a wile spectrum of color 
schemes dnd settinggé 
The idea behjh@@i@ammation is to distill 
icopic imagery from throughout the ages, 
Hello, & pulling togeteer such<diSparate threads as 
stranger... World War 1, the western and biker.culture, 


sci-fi and supernatural. When the lead 
character, ominous and enigmatic, pulls 
up on a bike that looks like something out 
of Final Fantasy mixed with Mad Max, you 
take immediate notice. Blue Omega nailed 
the protagonist for this type of game. 
Damnation is loosely being billed as 
a Gears of War-meets-Tomb Raider- 
meets-Prince of Persia, but more Gears 
of War if you go with the generalization. 
It sounds good to compare your game to 
Gears of War, but what excited me was 
the extensive environmental interaction 
the demo showcased far more than the 


action component. The hook is: if it looks 
like it can be jumped on, grabbed or 


explored, it probably can. See that window 


right next to you that appears a lot more 
convenient than running down a long 
hallway? Crash through it and you’re out 
on the roof. There’s always more than one 


way to navigate an area, which may extend 


hundreds of stories upwards by the end of 


the path. In order to ground the space with 


visual Cues, you’ll have reference points 
spanning throughout the setting that hope 


to create an adventurous sense of scale. 
If the Gears of War references must 
be made, at least remove the thought of 
duck-and-cover and plodding, methodical 
action. The game plays with a swift 
third-person perspective, calling on a 
streamlined character who is diverse and 
nimble to observe going through the kill. 
Blue Omega’s design process is 
also worth noting. Instead of handling 
everything In one studio space, a core 
team is being funneled assets from outside 
sources. Blue Omega is quick to point 
out this is not typical outsourcing. All the 
details coming your way soon... 


System(s) Xbox 360, PS3 


Developer Blue Omega 
Codemasters 


Publisher 


Available Fall 


“There's always more than one way to navigate 


an area, which may extend hundreds of stories 


upwards by the end of the path.” 2 
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ome video game heroes 
fight for love, some 
fight for justice, and 
some fight to preserve 
their imperiled worlds. 
But Mao, the protagonist of Disgaea 
3, has motivations that may hit a little 
closer to home for our readers. His 
father has “accidentally” smashed his 
treasured “DeathOmegaStation Portable,” 
obliterating four million hours of gameplay 
data, including a level-9999 party that’s 
just about to take on the last boss of the 
original Disgaea. So vile a crime cannot 
go unavenged—Mao’s father must die. 
Since Mao is a demon and his father is 


the devil, exacting revenge will not be easy. 


Mao has played enough video games and 
read enough manga to know that it takes 
a great hero to defeat a great evil, and is 
prepared to become a hero solely for the 
purpose of slaying his father. Don’t expect 
a tale of redemption: Mao hopes to study 
the noble concepts that motivate heroes 
not by combating his own irredeemably 
evil nature, but by capturing a hero and 
dissecting him. That’ll require some book 
learning, which means going to school— 
for the first time ever. Fortunately, since his 
is an evil school built upon the principles 
of delinquency and disobedience, Mao’s 
perfect record of non-attendance has 
already earned him a spot on the honor 
roll and made him a legend in his class. 
Disgaea’s grand tradition of comedic 
storytelling has produced yet another 
weirdly enthralling quest that is legitimately 
funny, wildly original, and beautifully 
voice-acted (in the Japanese version, 
at least). Mao is an awesome main 
character and a drastic departure from 
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the usual anti-hero mold, and Disgaea 
3’s Academy of Evil cleverly parodies 
the trite magic-school genre and offers 
plenty of laugh-out-loud moments. 

In combat, the game sticks close to the 
Disgaea formula: You create a roster of 
combatants in a wide variety of classes, 
and deploy up to ten of them in any one 
fight. Characters can employ typical 
strategy tactics 
like casting spells 
and using special 
attacks, as well 
as quirkier moves 
like throwing other 
characters across 
chasms, throwing 
enemies into other 
enemies to make a 
single super-foe, or 
piling allies on top of 
other allies to create 
a mighty combat tower. The battles are 
unusually fast-paced for a strategy title, 
and a generous take-back system lets 
you move characters around without 
committing to anything until you begin 
executing spells and attacks. 

Outside of combat, the schoolhouse 
motif provides a new structure for the 
series’ deep character-building systems. 
While Mao is out prowling the town, your 
party hangs out in their “homeroom,” 
where you can arrange them into clubs 
(evil clubs, naturally) that tighten their 
bonds and grant them special abilities, 
or change their seating arrangements 
to increase the odds that they’ll pull off 
combo attacks with adjacent classmates. 
When you want to expand the size of 
the class, start a new club, or improve 


of Evil C 
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“Disgaea 3's Academy 
ever 
tne trite magic-school 
genre and offers plenty 
of laugh-out-loud 
moments.” 


the selection at school shops, you can 
send a classmate to petition Disgaea 3’s 
version of the Dark Assembly —a faculty 
meeting where generous applications 

of booze and chloroform can change 
long-standing school policies. 

Most of the homeroom mechanics are 
just variations of old systems, but the 
slight refinements will change the ways you 
approach character- 
building and combat. 
However, the lack 
of completely new 
mechanics is a 
little disappointing. 
The big additions 
seem to be limited 
to new Geo Panel 
gimmicks and the 
ability of monsters 
to transform into 
powerful weapons 
that can be temporarily wielded by 
a member of their school club. That 
one is fun, but rarely worth using. 

Disgaea 3 will run at any resolution up 
to 1080p, but it mostly reuses character 
sprites drawn for 480i PlayStation 2 
games. So while the sprites look great 
from far away, they’re blurry and pixelated 
up close. There are some nice effects on 
spells and combo attacks, and the hi- 
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res artwork on dialogue scenes is lovely, 
but Disgaea 3 could easily be ported to 
the PlayStation 2 or Wii without looking 
significantly different. At least the game 
benefits from widescreen battle maps and 
the PS3’s increased memory; there are 
no loading times and a wider variety of 
battle animations and voices than there 
were in the last-gen Disgaea games. 

We were going to run an import 
review of Disgaea 3, but NIS America 
announced a U.S. release just before 
we went to press, so we'll withhold final 
judgment until we see the North American 
localization. Disgaea 3 certainly isn’t a 
revolutionary game, but it is an entertaining 
one, and the quick turnaround is great 
news for PS3 owners. With its replayable 
story and infinite number of item-world 
maps, Disgaea 3 has a nearly endless 
amount of content to keep your PS3 
humming during the lulls of summer. 


System(s) 
Developer 
Publisher 


Nippon Ich 
NIS America 


Available August 
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his action-packed 

beat-’em-up is the 

The Behemoth’s latest 

brainchild. After scoring 

a monster hit with the 
highly addictive, cartoony side-scroller 
Alien Hominid, they’re returning to gamers 
with a familiar— Dan Paladin’s inspired 
hand-drawn art is in full effect—yet more 
ambitious sophomore effort. Twenty levels, 
four player co-op, and more of the side- 
stitching humor—supported by plenty of 
cartoon gore and poo jokes—that made 
Hominid as much fun to watch as it was to 
play, complement Crashers’ unique take 
on the classic genre. 

Playing as one of four squat knights (up 
to three buddies can control the remaining 
brawlers, or you can go It alone if you 
don’t wanna fight for EXP and loot), you'll 
hack, slash and beat your way through 
villages, forests and, of course, castles, 
as well as many other medieval-inspired 
environments. Your objectives are simple: 
kill, collect loot, kill some more, save a 
princess, kill. But how you travel this path 
of damsel-rescuing and destruction varies 
depending on which knight you choose. 
Don the orange armor and you’ll access 
the ability to shoot fireballs. Play as the 
blue knight and you can cast foe-freezing 
ice magic. If projectile poison is your 
weapon of choice, you’ll wanna go with 
green, or suit-up in red to hurl electro- 
bolts. All are effective, upgradable and 


yield hilarious death animations; one of our 
faves includes lightning bolts that reveal an 


enemy’s skeleton, as though they’ve just 
stuck their finger in an electrical socket. 

In addition to magic, players can 
enlist a host of more traditional tools of 
destruction, both melee (Swords, maces) 
and ranged (boomerangs, bow and 


words Matt Cabral 


arrows) to do their bloody bidding. Like 
your more mystical means, these too can 
be upgraded at an in-between-stages 
blacksmith shop. Collecting gold and 
gaining battle experience also contribute to 
how kick-ass your knight can become. But 
don’t worry, as hordes of goblins, soldiers 
and other battle-bringin’ baddies populate 
each level, there’s more than enough loot 
and EXP to go around. 

While much of the game sees you 
wading through wave after wave of low- 
level bad guys and occasional bosses, 

CC does incorporate other gameplay 
styles. One such variation has you riding 
atop an adorable fawn—seriously, this 
thing makes Bambi look menacing — while 
being chased by an enormous, arm-flailing 
monster. As you leap over obstacles and 
navigate through doors, the screen pushes 
you forward, and your ride expresses 

fear, literally, by being scared shitless; 

yep, that’s a trail of diarrhea behind your 
Disney-like doe. 

CC’s wickedly warped sense of humor 
promises to follow your entire adventure; 
don’t be surprised if a crowd gathers just 
to watch the funny-infused action. From 
its accessible, arcadey gameplay to its 
twisted take on fantasy staples, Castle 
Crashers should have us gripping our 
gamepads and grabbing our sides when it 
lands on XBLA later this summer. 


Drink in the 
hand drawn 2D 
splendor! 


System(s) S 


Xbox 360 (XBLA) 
The Behemoth 


Microsoft 
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Bionic Commando: 


Dreams really do come true 


words Matt Cabral 
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“Holy st, 2D side-scrollers are so not dead! 
The game’s eye-candy-coated visuals are 
brought to stunning life...” 


What a difference 
afew hundred 
bits make... 


ith the next-gen Bionic 
Commando sequel 
grabbing all the attention, 
it’s easy to forget about 
the Xbox Live Arcade 
remake of the 8-bit NES classic. That 
is, until you get a look at it. Holy s**t, 2D 
side-scrollers are so not dead! The game's 
eye-candy-coated visuals are brought to 
stunning life with some of the best lighting, 
shadowing and particle effects we’ve seen 
in any game, period. From tiny spent shell 
casings to explosive fuel drums, everything 
looks spectacular. And that goes double 
for our mechanically-inclined hero; Nathan 
Spencer still sports his trademark green 
fatigues and fire-red hair, but his tweaked 
look and animations elevate him to a 
lifelike level usually reserved for cyber 
stars of full-on HD titles. The first time you 
spy him tossing an oil drum at a hovering 
drone-like boss baddie, you’ll know exactly 
what we mean—amazing stuff. 
From level layouts to boss battles, 
Rearmed will contain close to 90% of 
the content from the original. Of course, 
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20 years have passed since we first 
swung from that kick-ass arm, so Nathan 
has picked up a few new tricks; his 
long-reaching limb can now grab bad 
guys below him, as well as snatch up 
unsuspecting henchmen, right before 
tossing them to their death. New gameplay 
modes —like sure-to-be-addictive two 
player co-op and Metal Gear VR mission- 
like challenges—have also been added 
to spice up the prosthetically enhanced 
experience. Rearmed swings onto XBLA 
(and PSN and PC) this summer as a too- 
good teaser to the franchise’s next-gen 
debut. 


~ BionicCommando: Rearmed” ~~ 


System(s) Xbox 360 (XBLA), PS3 (PSN), PC 


Developer GRIN 


Publisher Capcom 


Available 03 08 
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words Greg Orlando 


“This is not Rudoloh Giuliani's safe and 


With apologies to the 

Chairman of the Board, 

Frank Sinatra, if you can 

make it there—and by 

there it is meant Rockstar’s 
New York aka Liberty City—you can make 
it anywhere. 

“Welcome to Liberty City, where the 
people are angry and lonely, and the taxes 
sky-high,” the Web site for Grand Theft 
Auto IV proclaims at one moment and 
then, “Welcome to Liberty City: Overpriced 
real estate in a cultural wasteland,” the 
next. 

This is not Rudolph Giuliani’s safe and 
shiny New York. The polish has come off 
this version of the Big Apple, and it’s a fine 


shiny New York...” 


place for newcomer Niko Bellic to try and 
carve out a successful Career as a criminal. 

Bellic is the cousin of one Roman Bellic, 
a hapless entrepreneur operating out of the 
Express Car Service in Grand Theft Auto’s 
Brooklyn (called “Broker”). Roman is, to 
put it mildly, a shlimaz/, a luckless person 
for whom nothing goes right. Throughout 
the game, he’ll be perpetually chased, 
threatened with beatings, pummeled, and 
be in need of rescuing. Guess who gets 
that job... 

A near-finished version of IV emerged 
recently, and it’s easy to note exactly 
how Rockstar’s improved on the series’ 
run-and-gun formula. First and foremost, 
Rockstar has attacked two of Auto’s 
traditional weak spots in its navigation, 
brawling, and weapons aiming system. 
Grand Theft Auto IV now features an in- 
game navigation system that plots out 
a route Niko needs to drive to a given 
destination. A series of colored lines on 


the game’s minimap show players a safe, 
legal (but not necessarily the quickest) 
route to a location. If Niko hijacks a luxury 
car, he’ll be able to follow vocal directions 
to a target. 

Aiming has been similarly improved. A 
free-aim system removes a lot of the peril 
involved in shootouts, allowing players to 
scan across a battlefield to pick out any 
target they choose. The traditional lock-on 
system remains in place, but it’s nowhere 
near as finicky as it was in previous 
iterations of the series. This, coupled with 
a new melee combat system that offers 
kicks, punches, and combination hits 
mapped to the Xbox 360/PlayStation 3 
controller’s face buttons, serves to fill in 
the vast landscape of potholes that had 
plagued Grand Theft Auto. 

Now, it’s possible, too, to feel the 
brutality as Liberty City opens itself up 
to adventure and mischief. Euphoria 
technology imbues every citizen with 


an artificial central nervous system and 
drive for self-preservation. Pedestrians 
will put their hands out to soften the blow 
from an oncoming car. Thugs knocked 
off a building will reach and stretch for 
something, anything to impede their 
fall. Niko himself, upon a particularly 
violent impact, will be tossed from a car’s 
windshield and land in a crumpled heap. 

It’s a beautiful, truly gritty world 
IV throws up. The faux Coney Island 
sports a decaying Wonder Wheel and a 
parachute drop, symbols of a forgotten 
age. Liberty City is ever changing, with 
weather effects and a day/night cycle 
that bathes the boroughs in shadows and 
gleaming sunlight alike. The neon lights of 
Liberty City’s Broadway are nothing but 
impressive, right down to the oversized 
billboards hawking sex in the form of a 
barely covered female buttocks. 

Niko can test out his brawling skills 
on a decaying basketball court; Ultimate 
Fighting Championship competitor Bas 
Rutten consulted with Rockstar to get 


the game’s brawling moves just right, 

and players will delight in being able 

to, say, have Niko lean back to avoid a 

wild haymaker and then follow up with 

a walloping blow of his own. During car 

combat, Niko can auto-aim his guns, 

or drop grenades out of the window to 

righteously foul his enemy’s plans. 
Multiplayer, as of press time a carefully 

guarded secret, is also on tap for IV. Xbox 

360 owners will be able to access extra 

missions via downloadable content on 

Xbox 360 Live. This, however, is very much 

the sideshow. The main event, a sprawling 

Liberty City, demands to be conquered. 

Crime, here, will probably pay. 


~GrandTheftAutolV 4 
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System(s) Xbox 360, PlayStation 3 
Developer Rockstar Games 
Publisher Rockstar Games 


Available April 


There’s more than one 
way to make money. 
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Hail to the Chimp 


Now that’s evolution 


words Brady Fiechter 


hile Hail to the Chimp 
doesn’t offer you the 
chance to pummel Hillary 
Clinton (hey now...or 
John McCain, or Barack 
Obama, or Ralph Nader for messing with 
things), the game does take a mighty fine 
stab at our mighty fine political system, 
pitting a group of animal pundits against 
one another for a fight for the right to 

rule the free world, also Known as the 
Animal Kingdom, also known as the free 
world. When asked by Gamecock PR 
what candidate | felt most represented 
my political views, | immediately pointed 
to Moxie the Musk Ox, whose sturdy 
posture and long flowing locks couldn’t be 


ignored. My mistake was thinking she was 
a yak, something | am told is an offensive 
misnomer, which didn’t matter much in 

the ring, where the other candidates met 
the wrath of my hooves. Someone in the 
room made a reference to Powerstone 
during the battle for political supremacy, 
which | suppose could loosely define this 
party brawler, but there’s obviously a much 
less complex system to grapple with here 
and Powerstone didn’t have rigged voting 
machines to destroy or news clips and the 
such skewering the rule of government for 
humor. As for those much-coveted votes, 
you get to violently collect them in the form 
of clams. Hail to the Chimp. 


System(s) Xbox 360, PS3 


Developer Wideload 


Publisher Gamecock 


Available May 


The Incredible Hulk 


Sega green! 


words Greg Orlando 


ake with the smashing and 
wanton destruction. Sega 
and Edge of Reality are 
teaming up to bring Marvel 
Comics’ misunderstood 
behemoth the Incredible Hulk to video 
game consoles this summer. 

Little is known about the game, but it 
will follow the events of the second Hulk 
film, which is set to release on June 13. 
The film stars Edward Norton as Dr. Bruce 
Banner, Liv Tyler as Banner’s true love 
Betty Ross, and William Hurt as General 
Thunderbolt Ross. 

Sega’s promised Hulk will be a third- 
person, open-world adventure in the vein 
of the Vivendi-made GameCube, Xbox, 
and PlayStation 2 game The Incredible 
Hulk: Ultimate Destruction and not a 
straightforward action game like the 
company’s movie tie-in Hulk. Ultimate 
Destruction was lauded for its open-ended 


play. Hulk was largely criticized for its 
use of “puny” Bruce Banner in stealth 
sequences and for its overuse of gamma- 
irradiated Hulk-dogs as enemies. 

It’s expected this new Hulk game 
will allow players to tear the hell out 
of New York City, and fight such 
established enemies as the green-skinned 
Abomination. Extra characters have been 
added to flesh out the storyline, but none 
of these heroes or villains have yet been 
announced. 


System(s) PS3, Xbox 360 


Developer Edge of Reality 


Publisher Sega 


Available 


Dave Halverson 


Dave can't seem to let go of the past or get 
enough of the future, causing a strange 
genetic abnormality to take place. Immune 
to the burden of sleep or adulthood E Storm 
plays games new and old, both console 

and handheld by day, and fades away into 
any number of strange Japanese cartoons 
by night leaving only time to write it all 
down and ponder the true meaning of the 
universe. 


Brady Fiechter 


Under constant pressure by a friend to flee 
the country and study the ways of the Thao- 
ist, Brady continues to balk, proclaiming 

that his spiritual journey lies in movies and 
games. He finds joyful satisfaction in killing 
things, namely zombies and soldiers and evil 
creatures, which tend to pop up in some of 
his favorite genres. 


Greg Orlando 


Of Greg Orlando, historians agree that he is, 
without question, the finest human being 
to be mentioned in this sentence. A veteran 
of the Cola Wars thrice decorated, Orlando 
understands the universe's great solitary 
truth: If the mule don’t kick, you know the 
mule don't ride. He is currently missing, 
presumed pantsless... 


Mike Griffin 


Even as a wee lad playing Zaxxon on Coleco, 
the technology and artistry of game design 
has always fascinated Mike. He thinks some 
games are timeless in that respect, whether 
2D, 3D, flat-shaded or bump mapped. Mike's 
goal is to equip the readers with accurate 
information, so that limited funds and time 
can be put to good use. 


Super Smash Bros. Brawl 


pg.058 


The play rating system 


10...Perfect 
9...Extraordinary 
8...Great 
7...Good 
6... Decent 
5... Average 
4. Below average 
3...Poor 

2...Bad 

|... Terrible 


Nick Des Barres 


Nick fondly remembers the first video 
game he ever played: Trojan, by Capcom, 
on the NES. He wishes he could claim even 
earlier gaming-roots, and the modern-day 
Nick would probably be affronted by the 
reference to “Trojan” and insist it be called 
“Tatakai No Banka (Elegy For Battle)”, but 
the fact remains that he’s been playing 
games daily for nearly twenty years and 
writing about them for twelve. He tends to 
gravitate towards the classic genres of his 
youth: RPGs, action/adventure, shooting. 


Casey Loe 


Casey had a promising future as a video 
game journalist a decade ago, but booze, 
pills, and his all-consuming hatred of Final 
Fantasy VIII ultimately left him incompre- 
hensible and unemployable. After spending 
eight years on the street ranting about 
Squall Leonhart to winos, schizophrenics, 
and syphilitic prostitutes, Casey has tricked 
an old friend into paying him to complain 
about video games in a national video game 
magazine. 


Eric Patterson 


Eric's reason for over two decades of video 
gaming is simple: so far, real life has yet to 
provide him access to zombies, quiet resort 
towns overrun with demons, ghosts you can 
trap with a camera, or, you know, a flesh and 
blood Jill Valentine or Ashley Graham. Mind 
getting on that, real life? 


Heather Campbell 


Heather's favorite game would be a hybrid 
of Street Fighter Ill and MMORPG level grind- 
ing. If someone would craft a title that was 
endless hours of fighting the same enemies, 
using classic Capcom button combos, then 
her death in front of the arcade cabinet 
would become the stuff of urban legend. 
Heathers been playing since Aztec Adven- 
ture, and still has nightmares about Missile 
Defence 3-D. 


Mike Hobbs 


A gamer since Space Invaders, Michael 

has a soft spot for 2D shooters and other 
games that directly engage the player. 
Nintendo certainly ranks high on his list of 
ideal developers. He's also recently become 
addicted to RC sailplane flying, so you'll 
actually find him outside now, absorbing the 
sun's photons. 
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Boy, are Wil lucky... 


words Dave Halverson 


kami, to me, is one of the most 
important games of the past 15 
years. Not because it features 
an elegant mythological story 
told through a tree spirit and a bug (sorry 
Issun), nor because it features a mute 
four-legged wolf god as a savior—although 
both points are worthy of a moment of 
silence for Clover Studios. What makes 
Okami so timeless is an art style that 
transcends technology. It looks as new 
today as it did in 2006. And it will look as 
new in 2010 as it does in 2008. In rare 
circumstances art can actually triumph 
over technology. Never has that rung 

so true as with Okami. Presented in 
widescreen 480p (and | could swear it’s a 
tad more saturated) on Wii, Nippon never 
looked so good. 

But that’s only the beginning of this 
game’s towering achievement. It also 
set new standards in interaction via the 
celestial brush used in both the real-time 
battles and the practical world where the 
player wields the brush like a god, bearing 
sunlight, fruit and safe passage. 

How is it then that Okami became the 
final nail in Clover Studios’ coffin? After 
reinventing side-scrolling action with 
Viewtiful Joe and adventure with Okami, 
they were thanked with dismal sales. The 
fact of the matter is that high-concept 
avant-garde games appeal to a relatively 
small (yet oh-so-appreciative) audience. 


It isn’t until later that the rest of the world 
catches up. It’s the Blade Runner effect 
all over again. The greatest science fiction 
movie ever created tanked out of the 
gate, but over time became a legend in 
filmmaking. | can only hope that this Wii 
version of Okami has the same effect. 

One thing is for sure: the game is 
certainly more at home on the Wii than it 
was on PS2. It’s almost as if Inaba-san 
had the Wii in mind when he designed 
the Celestial Brush, a means for slashing 
enemies, solving puzzles, reviving plants 
and so forth, painting on the screen as if 
the game was a living canvas. Doing so via 
the PS2 analog was more matter-of-fact, 
where the Wiimote actually requires a bit 
of mastery on the player’s part, positioning 
the camera and then completing the 
appropriate strokes. 

Early on—following her resurrection — 
Amaterasu is joined by Issun (a tiny bug- 
like warrior who bounces around like an 
angry flea), her lone disciple in the war 
against the eight-headed demon Orochi 
who has been unleashed again upon 
Nippon. According to Issun, “Each brush 
technique is a power of one of the 13 
brush gods. Originally, all 13 were a single 
powerful deity. When the deity died, its 
power was split into 13 separate gods. The 
gods now dwell in objects all around us.” 

I'd liken the deities to the apostles, but 
they’re a digit over the legal limit. Anyway, 
it’s your job to master the celestial brush, 
reunite the celestial beings, cleanse the 
land and seal the demon. A tall order 
for a canine and a bug, but oh what a 
glorious journey this is. Some of the most 
unique and engaging gameplay ever is 


at hand—well, at both hands now—as 
you cross vast plains and mountainous 
regions engaging in a magnificent array of 
evolving play mechanics and epic battles, 
pausing only to converse with the odd 
inhabitants of Nippon, including Sakuya, 
the playful wood sprite/guardian of Kamiki 
village; Susano, descendant of Nagi, who 
helped Amaterasu slay the beast once 
upon a time only to have his boneheaded 
descendant accidentally free it again; and 
the mysterious (but oh so flamboyant) 
Waka. | really like the Saki lady too, but 
that’s a story for another day. We’ll stop 
there for spoiler’s sake, It’s not like that 
many people have actually played Okami. 
With any luck, however, that will soon 
change. So go forth Wii faithful! Taketh 
thy Wiimote to screen so that Nippon can 
bloom again in the afterglow of your epic 
journey! 


In the tradition of Ico, a game like no other that will 
never age. Completely at home on the Wiimote & 
Nunchuk 
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| Wiimote calligraphy can be tricky 


System(s) Wii 
Developer Ready at Dawn / Clover Studios (original) 
Publisher Capcom 
Online/Multi Hi} 
ESRB Rating i 


Available March 25 
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cover story 


“-Naving played with the 
hardware a bit during 

this project, | can tell you 

| that the Ready At Dawn 


042 


With special guest Didier Malenfant, co-founder and president of Ready At Dawn 


“Boss” battles are as elegantly 
beautiful as they are engaging. 


des, 015029 en 


play: Since RAD started you’ve had quite 
a run. Now, for your first console game 
you get the nod to deliver one of the 
greatest and most undervalued games in 
the industry. Is this a job you chased or 
were pitched? 


Didier Malenfant: We created RAD to work 
on games that we’re passionate about. 
Even if we worked on someone else’s 
license, we made sure that we put our spin 
on it. Okami was a bit different because it 
kind of came out of nowhere. We weren’t 
looking for a project but met Christian 
Svensson of Capcom at GDC. We mutually 
gushed at each other’s projects, how he 
loved Daxter and how we loved Okami. A 
week later Christian called us offering us 
Okami on the Wii. We just couldn’t turn it 
down. 


What is the difference between your 
game and the original aside from the 
obvious 16:9 480p? 


The new controls are obviously the biggest 
change we made to the game. We not 

only used them for the Celestial Brush but 
also for the in-game where we use the 
Nunchuck. Most of the minigames also use 
the Wiimote where appropriate. 


Were you tempted at all to add an extra 
level or new content? And if you were did 
you have the creative license to do so 

or was this strictly a “make it go fast on 
Wii” kind of deal? 


It was a “get it working again on PS2, then 
make it work on Wii, then see how much 
time is left” kinda deal. As programmers 
know, code that doesn’t get used goes 
stale over time, so when we got the stuff 
from Japan, it wasn’t even compiling or 
building on PS2. We would have loved to 
add more content but you’re looking at a 
40 hour+ game already and, to be honest, | 
don’t know if we could have done the game 
justice with such time constraints. To add to 


A village of intrigue 
awaits. 


Engine would scream 
on this console.” 


a game like Okami, we would have needed 
the time necessary to ensure we met the 
same level of quality as the original game. 


Was anyone from ex-Clover made 
available or utilized? Any problem 
getting your assets or was this a smooth 
transition? 


We were completely on our own as far as 
figuring out how the code worked and what 
were the best choices in porting it to the 
Wii. It’s a very difficult thing to do when 
you’re trying to decode someone else’s 
engine. No one does things the same way 
so we spent a lot of time scratching our 
heads wondering why Clover did some 
things the way they did. 


Given how different PS2 and Wii 
development is, did porting up pose any 
specific problems? 


The trickiest part was the rendering 
pipeline, which is very different on both 
platforms. Once we got everything running 
we spent a lot of time trying to adapt all the 
rendering tricks and filters that the game 
uses on PS2 to the Wii. One good example 
of that is the “paper” texture that is seen 

on PS2. It’s still there on the Wii, but it’s 
much less pronounced. The Wii has a much 
bigger dynamic range for its colors and the 
graphics look much less washed out on the 
Wii than on the PS2. Every time we increase 
the paper effect, we lost color depth. It’s 
been a balancing act we had to take toward 
the end of the project. 


What drove you to port an existing 
license for your first console game? 
Testing the waters? Is this a precursor to 
an original RAD IP on console? 


Okami was really a big coincidence; we 
didn’t need a second project at that time 
but we were just such fans of the game 
that we decided to grow a little bit to 
accommodate for one. We have been 
developing two new IPs for a while now, 
which are the two projects we’re moving 
onto next, but there wasn’t really any 
master plan to use Okami as a stepping 
stone. We did it just for fun. 


Recently at GDC | was shown some 


incredibly impressive Wii tech demos 
featuring real normal mapping, practical 
water, reflections, dynamic lighting... 
effects that haven’t made their way into 
a Wii game yet but are possible. Now 
that you’ve looked under the hood what 
do you think? Can these elements be 
implemented into a game, or are there 
memory constraints? 


As you know Okami uses Clover’s engine 
but, having played with the hardware a bit 
during this project, | can tell you that the 
Ready At Dawn Engine would scream on 
this console. That’s the advantage of being 
a console engine from the start as opposed 
to taking a PC engine and trying to shoe- 
horn in onto consoles. Any of that stuff is 
doable in-game on the Wii, as long as you 
have the right tech behind it. 


Are you using Nintendo’s compiler or 
your own? 


We used Nintendo’s compiler and libraries. 
Again, time was of the essence on this 
project. 


“There were So many people 
who said that it should have 


been a Wii game when Okami 
came out.” 


The art of fighting through 
the eyes of Amaterasu. 
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Would you agree that Okami was lost on 
the PS2 and that the Wii is a much better 
fit/user base? The game certainly feels at 
home on Wii. 


There were so many people who said 

that it should have been a Wii game when 
Okami came out:-And anyone who tries 
the new controls cannot imagine going 
back to the PS2 pad after that. It’s an 
incredible opportunity for everyone who 
missed out on Okami the first time around 
to experience what is, in my mind, one of 
the most groundbreaking titles of the last 
few years. 


| love the way you’ve implemented the 
controls. The painting strokes are right 
at home on the Wiimote. Was it tricky 
transitioning from the PS2 pad to the 
Wiimote? 


It’s a lot like physics in most games. People 
think they want realistic physics in games 
but the fact is realism doesn’t feel very 
good. So we fudge a lot of the numbers to 
make the game more playable. With the 
brush, we also applied a bunch of tweaks 
to the Wiimote input to make it “feel” better. 
Even if it’s not exactly what the user is 
doing. | think the results turned out great. 
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| may be reading into this a bit much but 
bear with me. You came out of the gate 
looking like a Sony studio, producing 
groundbreaking PSP properties. Does 
this signal a move to broaden your 
horizons? Might we see RAD DS or Wii 
games that raise the bar in the same 
way? Nintendo is leading the race on 
both console and handheld. Or have you 
simply grown enough to work on multiple 
games at a time? 


| think people kind of assumed that we were 
owned by Sony at this point and nothing 
could be further from the truth. We’re 100% 
independent and we work on the games 
we want to work on. The success of our 
first game and what people have seen of 
GoW so far has given us this freedom. 
We’re planning on working on two games 
this year, a big one and a small one, which 
are both original IPs developed by RAD. It’s 
pretty exciting stuff. 


Anything in particular you’d like to say/ 
add about Okami? 

Give the Wii version a try, even if you’ve 
played the PS2 version. The new controls 
alone make it worth it. It just completely 
transforms the game and the pace. It’s the 
way Okami was meant to be played. 
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Scorched Earth Policy 


he humans aren’t a faction 

in the real-time strategy 

} game Universe at War: 
Earth Assault; they’re an 
afterthought. 

An alien race, The Hierarchy, has come 
to Earth, and not to sample its many and 
varied culinary delights. Instead, they bring 
wholesale destruction. As the Earth forces 
are quickly swept aside, two new races join 
in the fight in the high-tech Novus and the 
non-aligned Masari. So, basically, kiss your 
human ass goodbye. 

Earth Assault does a fairly good job 
of translating a PC real-time strategy’s 
mouse-and-keyboard controls to the Xbox 
360 controller, but players should be aware 
there’s a lengthy tutorial required to get 
them up to speed. Even a simple task such 
as highlighting all available fighting units 
can be done in two separate ways: a single 
tap of the “X” button on the Xbox 360’s 
controller selects all combat units on the 
game screen, whereas a double tap of said 


Cheese Mes red mew & — 
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LB Customization y 


| Abilities 


button selects all the units on the entirety 
of the map. 

Each of the races offered here is fairly 
diverse. The Hierarchy control huge 
walking production centers that can absorb 
tremendous amounts of damage, and can 
enslave both humans and members of 
alien races. The Novus can dramatically 
improve their technology by using special 
“patches” (upgrades) and are able to 
teleport their units almost instantaneously 
via a series of conduits. Finally, the Masari 
are a non-aligned race that took refuge on 
Earth. Masari use light and dark energy to 
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specialize their units for attack and defense, 
and do not rely on harvesting materials (or 
people) to generate resources. In addition 
to a host of different unit types, each of the 
warring sides has its own hero characters. 
These heroes can access special attacks, 
but must be protected at all costs. Lose 
them in battle, and the mission ends. 
Ignominiously. 

The game packs an enormous wallop 
from the onset. Players are tasked with 
taking the role of the dwindling Earth forces 
to rescue the President of the United 
States. Here, players are shown exactly 
what’s become of the planet and made 
to understand why humans aren’t much 
of a threat to anyone. It’s possible to use 
tanks, helicopters, and soldiers to stand 
off against The Hierarchy and rescue the 
President, but only barely. 


“The game packs an 
enormous wallop trom 
the onset. Players are 
tasked with taking the 
role of the dwindling 
Earth forces to rescue 
the President...” 


words Greg Orlando 
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After rescuing the President, players 
can begin the campaign mode in earnest, 
playing from the perspective of the Novus, 
Hierarchy, and Masari. Consider these 
single-player challenges to be a warm-up 
for the main event: a great online mode that 
supports up to eight players, cross-platform 
play, and offers a series of rewards that 
translate to improvements for a player’s 
game units. It’s also great fun to engage 
in some slash-and-burn with Assault’s 
conquer the world mode. Here, players 
battle for specific parts of Earth and then 
fight to keep their territories. Ming the 
Merciless, ruler of the universe, would be 
mightily pleased. 


Universe at War: Earth 
Assault 


oh 


A robust and engaging RTS with all the trimmings 


Keyboard to controller transition a bit wonky 
System(s) Xbox 360, PC 
Developer 


Publisher 


Petroglyph 


Sega 0 


8-player cross platform 


Online/Multi 
ESRBRating fl 


February 


Available 


Either you get it. 
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words Dave Halverson 


hen we meet up with Ethan 

Thomas for our second 

outing, the glue that binds 

him to the grim reality that 

surrounds him is all but 
withered. He’s a raging alcoholic on the 
bitter edge, his broken psyche prone to 
frequent hallucinations and all-out rage. 
Guess who gets to put Humpty Dumpty 
back together again? It’s one thing to 
partake in such a disturbingly beautiful 
and taut thrill ride, but to be part and 
parcel to a man’s psychosis, well, that’s 
the kind of interaction that a first-person 
adventure needs for me to truly invest 
myself. Condemned is a game of few 
gimmicks. Monolith has refined the controls 
and reward a job well done with useful 
items (Such as a stun gun, holster, rubber 
soles, steel toes, etc.), but there’s no HUD 
or menu here to speak of. Bloodshot is an 
excursion through the kind of palpable evil 
we’re used to seeing from David Fincher, 
only here we get to play the lead. 

In the 11 months that have elapsed 
since the events of Criminal Origins, the 
city has only gotten worse. Sucked back 
into the SKX serial killer investigation 
when Van Horne turns up alive, the 
basic Condemned construct remains 
the same, only refined in every way. The 
forensics work is now tethered to a visual 
multiple-choice assessment that has a 
direct effect on your evaluation (and just 
rewards) and the melee combat has been 
given a complete overhaul in the form 
of a deftly integrated block, parry, and 
combo system capped off by context- 
sensitive environmental kills. Pick-ups have 
also been dramatically overhauled. The 
standard pipe, conduit, bats and so forth all 
make the scene but pale in comparison to 
the likes of creepy exploding dolls, gumball 


“the basic 
Condemned 
construct remains the 


same, only refined in 
every way.” 


Krusty just 
hasn't been 
himself lately 
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Grab Enemy 


machines, bowling balls (hurling objects 

is also key) and other such endemic 
homicidal tools of the trade. The melee is 
ever so gratifying but there’s no denying 
the sheer delight of burying a medieval 
battle axe into a madman’s chest cavity. 
As for the Al, the resident evil in this one 
make the last game’s look silly. Driven even 
more insane by the sonic emitters hidden 
throughout the city (which you must also 
find and destroy), your nemeses come 

in all shapes and sizes, only this time 
they’re more prone to attack in groups, or 
each other. So while the flow of the game 
remains much the same (if it ain’t broke...) 
everything around you is much more 
sensory than before. Audible keys and 
forensic excursions are as disturbing ever, 
and the combat doesn’t get any better. 
Monolith ramps up the pace with devilish 
precision: Just when you think you’ve got 
it all figured out they reclaim dominion 
over your Survival skills. Staggering off the 
bus in Trenton, for instance (which comes 
after an unforgettable excursion through a 
frozen wilderness and lodge you’ll not soon 
forget), you’re confronted with two mad 
gunners and a spray-can-igniting punk 
chick all at once. Unarmed you’re pretty 
much toast unless you properly evaluate 
the situation. In this case using your stun 
gun to knock the gun out of the first guy’s 
hand Is key; other times the only way out is 
to run and pray that your stalkers stumble 


on an environmental kill. Often times you’ll 
need to trigger a proximity kill...a certain 
rabid grizzly bear comes to mind... 

The detail throughout is, simply 
put: perfection. Nobody does practical 
environments like Monolith. Not only is this 
the best first-person adventure I’ve played 
but it’s the most brutal, skillfully detailed 
and paced as well. This is what “survival 
horror” was meant to be. Story, pacing, 
character design, graphics, control, replay 
value (bum fight here we come)...it’s all 
here plus the first-ever real-time alcohol 
engine. Steady those guns people; this is a 
nice place to visit but you wouldn’t want to 
decompose here. 


Full appendages, deep interactive story, great new play 
mechanics, utterly enthralling. 


Could benefit from a broader score. 


Xbox 360, PS3, PC 


Monolith Prod. 


Publisher Sega 
Online/Multi 
ESRB Rating 


Available 


Crime Scene, Deathmatch, Bum Rush 
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“The detail throughout Is, 
simply put: perfection. Nobody 
does practical environments 


like Monolith.” 
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words Greg Orlando 


ou can truly be all you 
can be in this Army 
of Two provided, of 
course, that all you can 
be is a remorseless 
killing machine, a gun for hire in a brave 
new world where private armies are 
threatening to replace government- 
sponsored military forces. 

As one of the Army of Two, it’s 
your job to tow the company line in 
hotspots such as Iraq and Afghanistan. 
This means killing terrorists aplenty, 
rescuing hostages, and hunting down 
information regarding a looming central 
threat. It would be standard third-person 
fare, more meat for the grinder as it 
were, if not for some interesting game 
mechanics and a conspiracy-based 
plotline that’s ultimately quite intriguing. 

Here, it’s expected you’ll act in 
concert with a partner, or die trying. 
Teammates must work in tandem to 
solve basic puzzles, gain access to 
new areas, and keep each other safe. 
More importantly, it’s necessary to use 
a teammate strategically, moving him 
around the battlefield like a chess piece. 
This war, you see, requires a brain. 

An “aggro” section tracks how 


aggressively a soldier is fighting. The 
more aggro, the more attention he’ll draw 
to himself (and away from his partner). 
An aggressive soldier glows molten red 
and becomes a beacon for enemy fire. 
This allows his partner to proceed along 
a merry and destructive path relatively 
unmolested. An aggro meter tracks 

the aggression, and playing off this 
mechanic is crucial. The game sets up an 
endless series of concrete blocks, metal 
barricades, and the like which are used 
for cover, but that also require constant 


leapfrogging in order to flank out enemies. 


Playing the game strategically offers 
some delightful rewards. It’s great fun, 
say, to pin down a bunch of enemies 
by telling your teammate to stay put 
and in aggressive mode while you 
work your way around them, ultimately 
trapping the suckers in a crossfire. 
This keeps the battles, which are fairly 
non-stop, fresh and engaging. 


To be sure, Army of Two has its dumb, 
awkward, and just plain odd moments. 
When it becomes necessary for an A.I.- 
controlled teammate to yank your injured 
soldier to safety in order to heal him, it’s 
a coin flip as to whether he’ll do just that 
or drag you (in fine, meandering fashion) 
into a hail of bullets. And you’ll probably 
be able to do without enemies who need 
to be dispatched with shots to their backs. 
It seems almost patently ridiculous that 
anyone, man or superman, could survive a 
merciless hail of gunfire to the head—even 
if it strikes an enemy’s well-armored front. 

Rapper Rob Bass was indeed correct 
when he suggested it takes two to make 
a thing go right. In fact, it takes two 
to make them out of sight. Almost. 
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A neat cooperative play system; lots of frenzied battles 


Computer A.I. wins no awards for intelligence, artificial 
or otherwise; boss battles are oftentimes stupid 


System(s) 
Developer 
Publisher 
Online/Multi 
ESRB Rating 


Available 


Xbox 360, PlayStation 3 
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words Dave Halverson 


here’s been ample 
t coverage of Sega’s 

latest potential Uber 

franchise but little has 

been established about 
the game’s infrastructure and overall flow. 
Seldom have | been so surprised by a 
review disc. Judging by what I’d seen prior 
(Sega wisely kept a tight lid on early code), 
| was expecting a linear action/adventure 
similar to Beowulf—which done right would 
certainly be welcome given the universe 
(they had me at Midgard), but | never 
dreamt that Viking would offer up an epic 
more along the lines of Fable. 

Having escaped the clutches of death to 
fight again, our champion, Skarin, is tasked 
with keeping Hel and her army of undead 
Vikings from stealing the souls of Asgard’s 
youth to create her own hellish Valhalla. 
While Striking out on your own, the game’s 
blueprint unfurls among one of the most 
gorgeous open-world landscapes ever 
seen. Where Fable was mostly relegated to 
trails, you can cut across a given expanse 
in Viking similar to what Fable 2 offers, and 
they are stunning to behold. Rolling seas, 
thick forests, endless flora, and stunning 
architecture abound among a wonderfully 
shaped landscape. Cliff faces, mountains, 
valleys, caves...Viking’s is an incredibly rich 
and diverse world. 

As Skarin liberates warriors they join his 
ranks, so initially each area begins with a 
series of recon missions, freeing warriors 
and obtaining gold and items. Depending 
on the size of the invading force and 
topography, no two missions are alike. 
Where Viking strays from the typical action/ 
rpg formula is in the play mechanics. Aside 
from the usual ranged and melee combat 
(both of which are handled brilliantly and 
bathed in blood and flying appendages), 


Viking offers up a lion’s share of climbing 
and platforming acrobatics. ..along with a 
most unexpected third element. 

Once you’ve liberated a given area’s 
captives, they will assemble adjacent that 
area’s stronghold and await Sarik’s orders 
to attack, triggering a Kingdom Under 
Fire-type massive battle where hundreds 
of opponents clash in real-time. Given 
that the game already offers a bounty of 
gameplay and never loads, this is most 
unexpected, especially on such a grand 
scale. And since the size of the armies 
grows with the game, well, you can imagine 
the rest...now add dragons. There’s also an 
ample supply of magic, item, and character 


“otriking out on your own, the game’s blueprint 
unturls among one of the most gorgeous open- 
world landscapes ever seen.” 


review 


management involved making this one 
of the most feature-rich adventures of its 
kind. Each stronghold houses a Leystone 
allowing Skarin to warp back to the village 
hub and replenish his supplies (as well 
as jet back to any location after death). 
Once you’ve collected the game’s core 
items—fire, ice, and thunder elements; the 
Eye of Asgard and Rage Crystals — found 
gold can be used to purchase items or to 
buy runes to attain greater control over the 
elements or exchange for combat moves. 
Exploration reaps great rewards. 
Moreover and most importantly, 
however—and this is rare—is Creative 
Assembly’s eye for detail. A disconnect 
between the player and Sarik could easily 
sully all of the above, and so they’ve 
wisely taken the time to go beyond 
dynamic collision and actually tailor 
specific animation to Skarin’s every move. 
Besides cadence changes on every 
slope and incredibly adroit jumping and 
grappling animation (especially for such 
a large man), the way Sarik automatically 
begins to creep whenever he senses an 
enemy is simply brilliant. In fact | think this 
may be the first time anyone has used 
character animation as an early warning 
system. I’m now a Creative Assembly 
super fan. Easy to manage hot keys, 
intuitive controls, a great map that doubles 
as an objective outline...everything here 
is spot on. If this one doesn’t launch a 
major franchise, then there’s absolutely 
positively no justice in this world or 
Valhalla. 


Fable with Vikings meets Kingdom Under Fire, only it’s 
prettier and far better tuned than either 


Almost too comprehensive, but | get why 


| System(s) Xbox 360, PS3 


Developer Creative Assembly 


ESRB Rating 


Publisher Sega of America 


Tuite All the money's in the game for once! 


Available 


Below: Quick 
time, Viking 
style. 


“Moreover and most importantly, however—and this is rare—is 
Creative Assembly's eye for detail.” 


Shock Troopers 
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actually got my start in 
the Import Mail Order 
business. A huge fan of 
Japanese games, | got fed 
up with getting burned by 
the greedy game traders of the time ($100 
for Mega Drive E Swat?) and started Die 
Hard Game Club with 5k, a $600-a-month 
shoebox in a dilapidated strip mall and a 
trip to little Tokyo to buy my first inventory. 
The rest as they say is history. We took 
over the business inside of three months. 
Back then Neo Geo games were the Holy 
Grail. My customers would beg, borrow, 
steal, sell everything or even volunteer 
for human experimentation (true story) 
to get enough cash for the massively 
Mega-charged $400 cartridges. They’d all 
show up the morning the games cleared 
customs and sit on the floor until the 
boxes arrived, eager to spend their rent 
money for a single, often less-than-one- 
hour-long game. Fast forward 17 years and 
SNK Arcade Classics means a lot more 
to me and all of those Die Hard gamers 
than to the average gamer. All totaled we 
would have paid in excess of $6400 for 


this collection, which you can now buy 

for less than the sales tax—$15. | think 

it’s safe to say that The Orange Box is 

no longer the greatest value in gaming. 
Magician Lord, Last Resort, Top Hunter, 
and Metal Slug alone make this an INSANE 
value, but Shock Troopers has never even 
been available stateside. That’s just crazy. 
What’s missing? Plenty. Might as well 
place my order...Blues Journey, Cyber Lip, 
Nam 1975, 2020 Super Baseball, Eight 
Man, Mutation Nation, Double Dragon, 
Pulstar, Voltage Fighter Gowkaiser, 

Ninja Combat, Ninja Commando, Robo 
Army, Ganryu, Iron Clad, Neo Drift Out, 
Nightmare in the Dark, Prehistoric Isle 

2, Ragnagard, Super Dodge Ball, Galaxy 
Fight and Spinmaster. | realize that some 
of these are third-party but something tells 
me that SNK can pull the necesary strings. 


Some of the best arcade games of the golden age of 
coin ops, yours for a under $20 


Some of the choices are obviously filler. Gotta have a 
Volume 2&3! 


System(s) PS2, PSP Wii 


Developer SNK Playmore 
Publisher SNK Playmore USA 
Online/Multi Hy 


ESRB Rating Mia 
Available Spring (PSP), Q4 (Wii) 
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Super is an understatement 


ore so than any game 
since R.O.B. spun his first 
gyro, Super Smash Bros. 
Brawl has become the 
feel- good game in the 
Nintendo family. And regardless of whether 
you think it’s the best playing, it’s also the 
most nostalgic. Remember the feeling you 
got the first time you plugged in A Link to 
the Past, Donkey Kong Country, Super 
Metroid, Ocarina of Time, or Super Mario 
Galaxy? Brawl is like that...only better. 

I’ve stayed away from this one since it 
was glimmers in Hal Laboratories’ eye. I’ve 
seen a few screens and kept an eye on the 
cast, but otherwise it hasn’t resonated with 
me as anything more than a showcase for 
the Wii’s specs (and a much needed one at 
that) and, of course, more of the same only 
prettier and more voluminous. I’ve never 
been so happy to underestimate a game 
in my life. Brawl is of course of all of those 


If Lris doesn ft 
make you smile 


kh 


check for a pulse. 


things. It’s hands down the best looking 
game on the Wii; the group and solo fight- 
ing is brilliantly nuanced and packed with 
trademark Nintendo characteristics and 
the choice of controller configurations runs 
the gamut: Wiimote, Wiimote & Nunchuk, 
GameCube pad, Wii pad... You’d think you 
were at Burger King. 

Under the Group heading in “Brawl” 
you can battle up to three human or 
CPU opponents; “Rotation” lets up to 16 
players switch off in a group challenge, 
“Tourney” allows 32 players to fight it 
out, and you can customize the rules 
in “Special Brawl” until the cows come 
home. Solo play is equally well rounded 
whether you choose Classic, Stadium (mini 
games), Training, or—and I’m still pinching 
myself— “Adventure Mode: The Subspace 
Emissary,” which makes me so happy | 
could fart sunshine. There’s a full-blown 
3D side-scrolling action platformer in here! 
Not some clunky afterthought but a fast- 
paced, beautifully made full-length action 
game. Do you know how long I’ve waited 


to see and play a modern Kid Icarus, 
Zero Suit Samus, Ike, Starfox, Zelda (and 
on and on) in 2D? Let alone a gorgeous, 
brilliantly executed arcade-style actioner 
complete with cut scenes and superb 
gameplay. Not that it’s high-concept, just 
an amazingly intuitive traditional action 
game in the vein of those great arcade 
games of old, only 100 times prettier. 

I'd easily pay the full price for this mode 
alone, but luckily | don’t have to. 

Back to the brawling, each character 
has his or her own select arsenal of moves 
in accord with an extremely user-friendly 
control scheme—two attack buttons 
(standard and strong), a throw, jump, and 
shield, leaving the strategy in the execu- 
tion. Ancillary maneuvers such as evading, 
dashing, specials, and edge climbing are 
also intuitive but require deft execution 
and picking up items is nearly as tricky 
as utilizing them. Like the previous game, 
Brawl is an easy (and insanely fun) to play, 
difficult to master game that’s next to 
impossible to put down or grow weary of. 
It’s another first-party Nintendo game that 
radiates superiority. 

Super Smash Bros. Brawl is everything 


it was stacked up to be. The screens we’ve 


all been ogling —that’s the Wii alright, 
doing its thing. The character models 

and animation are absolutely superb, the 
backgrounds seamless works of art and 
the gameplay easily the most diverse and 
enduring of any “fighting” game to date. | 
wouldn’t even classify it as a fighter. This is 
an action masterpiece. 


SSMB truly has it all...and more. Graphics, modes, 
gameplay, art, music. . .all superb. Fighting doesn’t get 
any better in my book. 


I'm sure someone somewhere will think of something 
bad to say. 


System(s) 4 


PlayStation 2 


Developer HAL Laboratories 
Publisher 
Online/Multi 


ESRB Rating ii 


Ninendo 


1-4 players co-op or online 


Available March 9 


“Super Smash Bros. Brawl is 


everything it was stacked up to be. 
The screens we've all been ogling— 
that’s the Wii alright, doing its thing.” 
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Castle of Shikigami III 


Absence makes the heart grow fonder. . .of killing aliens words Dave Halverson 
| System(s) Wii Multi 1-2 
Developer Alfa System Available April 15 


_ Publisher Aksys 


hances are if you’re reading 
this review that you’re 
already sold on Castle of 
Shikigami III. | mean, it’s 
plain to see what’s in store. 
Based on the Taito Type Xarcade system, 
this 2005 thoroughbred top-down polygonal 
shooter is the kind of games we’ve seen 
and played dozens of times on Genesis, 
SNES, Saturn, PlayStation, and in the 
arcade. CoSIll actually got its console start 
on the 360 in Japan. What makes or breaks 
a shooter of this ilk is fivefold: first you 
must have a compelling cast, which CoSIII 
does with its anime-based characters who 
actually weave a nice little story within each 
scenario. Next you need weapons that can 
get the job done. Here again CoSIll delivers 
with a main attack and choice of two sub 
weapons for each character, so there’s truly 
a system for everybody. Of course you need 
a hook too, which in this case comes via 


WWI Aces 
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System(s) = Wii 
_ Developer Arcade Moon 


Publisher Destineer 


ake “control” of a plane 
from the Royal Air Force, 
Soviet Air Force, or the 
Luftwaffe, using your 
Wiimote and nunchuck (or 
alternately, the Wiimote alone). Fly over 
ridiculously simplistic model cities and 
bomb them. Head towards the next target 
over a stretch of featureless landscape — it 
could be grass, but the detail is turned 
down so low that it could also be a large 
carpet. When you’re not bombing tiny 
buildings or boats, you can also dogfight 


ESRB Rating T 


close-proximity multipliers. The closer you 
are to an enemy’s fire the more powerful 
your shots, and the closer to the enemy 
the higher the score, so CoSIll rewards you 
for flying by the seat of your pants. On the 
visual the game looks good—not great, 
but good. The camera work, however, is 
great providing a real sense of speed and 
horizon shifting. The character animation 
and bosses are also great. There’s even 

a Dramatic Change Mode that lets you 
switch between two characters at any 
time (very handy!) and there’s plenty of 
rewards to open up should you succeed 

in your mission. Which brings me to my 
final point...CoSIll is HARD. Level 1 and 

2, not so bad...but by level 3, well, get 
ready to memorize some sick patterns on 
a moving grid. If you like it old school, only 
updated—the game controls nicely holding 
the Wiimote sideways —do not hesitate to 
lock and load. 360 version please! 
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Multi 1-4 
Available March 
ESRB Rating T 


with the enemy. Or fly through those 
extremely accurate 1940s air-rings. You 
know: the kind that disappeared when 


Nazi planes passed through them. Mission 


accomplished! 

The levels are unorganized, ugly, and 
totally unsatisfying. Your plane takes a 
huge amount of damage, and controls 
unintuitively. You can split this game with 
a friend, but there are much, much better 
ways to waste time on your Wii. 


words Heather Campbell 


$ = 


PAESS START BUTTON 
TO START 


DAMAGE 


- - 
‘. 7 - ¢ 
IT COUIG De A 
oa an ~~ 4 — ~- 
the detail is 3 
= += 
So low tnat 
De 9 jarae Carr A tt ate Se 
J | ss & ; ah i 
$ _— 
~~ 


060 


reviews 


Score 


Score words Brady Fiechter 
System(s) Xbox 360, PS3 Multi 1-8 
Developer — FA Canada Available February 
Publisher EA ESRB Rating E 
. ifa Street 3’s biggest sports gamer and a more passing grade 
blunder may not even from the casual guy who might be new 
be that big of a deal to the series. The Gamebreaker feature 
to some gamers. It’s continues to be less of an appealing 
essentially an extension option, artificially manipulating the skill 
of an arcade-style of play, right, so do of play to a frustrating degree, and the 
you really need to worry that much command of the ball in general plays too 
about tons of options and modes and loose and sporadic. |’m totally open to a 
customizations to feel satisfied? | say game like this working off a solid simplicity, 
“no,” but the fact is, most people love their but ultimately Fifa Street 3 isn’t strong 
side servings just as much as the main enough at its core to keep the reward of Bly 
course, and you have to be aware going play on a fever pitch. Too bad, because i 
in that a few hours at best is about all EA really nailed the style this time out. #1 
ie 


you need to get your fill of Fifa Street 3. 
Bring in a friend, of course, and this 

is where the Street games, like most 

games of their kind, have always been 

the reason to play, and here Fifa Street 3 

dolls out the occasional exciting match 

worth the effort it takes to learn the finer 

points of the mechanics. Just how finely 

handled those finer points are is going to 

get a big thumbs down from the seasoned 
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Another intriguing recipe. words Eric L. Patterson 
System(s) PS2 Multi NA 
Developer GUST Available March 2008 
Publisher —_—NIS America ESRB Rating ~—E 10+ 
hange; it is the thing before as “missions,” but that simple shift 
we Americans all want in how we perceive those activities makes 
from our presidential them much more engrossing. I’m also glad 
candidates, yet it is a to see a renewed importance put on the 
heated topic when it actual element of item creation through 
comes to our video games. Some fight the alchemy; basing character advancement 
idea of change, while others command on recipe synthesis instead of traditional 
that titles and genres evolve or die. leveling, for example, is exactly what this 
While the changes GUST introduces in series needed. 
Mana Khemia over its sibling series Atelier It is a shame, then, that Mana Khemia’s 
lris aren’t quite as extreme as I’d like to gameplay is burdened with a cast of 


see, the differences that are present are a characters that are irritatingly stereotypical 
change for the better. Gameplay wise, it’s and generic in both design and personality, 


only a few tweaks away from Iris 3-and to the point where you'll swear you’ve met 
really, GUST, this engine should not have the entire cast countless times before. As 
the slowdown it does at this point-but in much as | enjoyed most of what Mana 
moving the setting from “random fantasy Khemia had to offer, actively disliking 
town” to centering around life at Al-Revis three of the game’s main characters 
Academy, a wonderful feeling of freshness = (Vayne, Jess, and Flay) made it easy to be 
has been infused into the adventure. apathetic every time a storyline cutscene 
Honestly, | Know that Mana’s classes and kicked in. 


homework are the same things | was doing 
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Time to die..again! 


words Dave Halverson 


We, 


What a rotten 
party. 


YA hen | first played House 
‘| of the Dead on console, 


| back when | paid too much 
_ for the Saturn version, | 
"remember being frustrated 
over the choppy framerate and less-than 
spot-on arcade models... Sometime later, 
again plunking down some major cash, 
House of the Dead II on Dreamcast was a 
different story, offering up a picture-perfect 
translation. If you’d have told me back then 
that in 2008 (nine years later) I’d be able to 
buy both, arcade perfect, on a Nintendo 
console with a two-handed controller 
for under $30, I’d have definitely figured 
you for a loon. Yeah, and gas will be $4 a 
gallon...right. 

Looking at it in those terms, it is peculiar 
that after nearly a decade these games 
are still viable. Given the influx of casual 
users drawn to gaming via the Wii, House 
of the Dead will likely find an entirely new 
audience and at the same time attract Sega 
die-hards hot on superior versions for such 
a great price, complete with extra difficulty 
levels and multiple control schemes (you 
can play with a friend or get your John Woo 
on and double-gun it). 

For those new to the House of the Dead 
series (or anyone unlucky enough to have 
suffered through Uwe Boll’s cavalcade of 
crap cinema and emerged confused), it’s a 
pretty straightforward game. The precursor 
to games like Resident Evil, | suppose, it’s 
best described as a motion-ride/shooter. 
As the camera guides you along a set path, 
zombies of all shapes and sizes attack in 
waves from every conceivable vantage 
point: your job...shoot em dead, then go 
buy the action figures...head shots highly 
recommended. 

With the zombification of Earth at hand 
it’s up to us to wield a plastic gun and save 
the world. Of course we failed miserably: 
House of the Dead III opens in the year 


“Given the influx of casual 
users drawn to gaming 
via the Wii, House of the 


Dead will likely find an 
entirely new audience 
and at the same time 
attract Sega die-hards 
hot on superior versions 


for such a great price.” 


2019, years after the planet has become 
infested with the undead. 

Here’s my question: If you’re going to do 
House of the Dead 1&2 why not Daytona 
USA 1 and especially 2? And while you’re 
at it...Power Drift, Outrun 2, Harley 
Davidson LA Riders, Wild Riders, Lost 
World Jurassic Park, Sonic & Tails Spinner, 
and Ghost Squad? At $30 a pair, turning 
my Wii into a Sega coin-op depository 
sounds like the best idea since the two- 
fisted controller! 


score 


Shoot zombies to your heart's content for a low-low 
price...at home...eating a taco! 


That's all you do. 


| system(s) 
"Developer 
Publisher 
Online/Mutt 
| ESRB Rating 


| Available March 11 


Can you survive the horror? 


System(s) Wii 
Developer —Hydravision 
Publisher Igntion Ent. 


bscure: The Aftermath is 
immediately intriguing— 

a survival-horror game 
set in a college starring 
ee = teen-movie stereotypes 
(including ObsCure 1 survivors Shannon 
and Kenny). As much as Obscure echoes 
games like Resident Evil and Silent Hill, 

it also manages to chart its own course 
through the bloody survival-horror waters. 
With teen-horror (and torture) movies 
being so popular (Saw V anyone’), it’s kind 
of astounding that this is the first game 

to follow Hollywood’s gory lead. Taking 
place two years after the events of the 
first game, Aftermath follows six all-new 
victims, two of which can be controlled 

in tandem (single player co-op!), utilizing 
their diverse skill sets as you negotiate 
the game’s myriad scenarios, searching 
for clues and solving riddles as you delve 
into the twisted events surrounding a drug 
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Been here, done this... 


Multi NA 
Available 


ESRB Rating M 
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words Dave Halverson 


March 25 


Keep _ pushed in to aim and make @ quick movement 
with the Wil Remote. Repeat this movement while 
holding IEE to carry out combination moves. 


created from a strange flower spreading 
throughout the University. It all ties into 
the original, so just take my word for it... 
horticulture has never been so fatal. 
Aside from the usual array of grotesque 
creatures and taut set pieces, it doesn’t 
hurt having the likes of The Boston String 
Quartet and the Paris Opera Children’s 
Choir providing the chilling soundtrack 
either. All things considered, however, 
the disposable nature of the protagonists 
is still the game’s coolest calling card. 

As terrifying as Silent Hill is, you’re fairly 
certain you’re going to live through it. Not 
so here...and gender discrimination is not 
on the menu. 

It’s also nice to see games like Obscure: 
The Aftermath popping up on Wii. Casual 
gamers can’t have all the fun. So if you’re 
looking for some bone-chilling survival 
horror that’s a horse of a different color, 
tuition is only $29.99! 


Score | 


words Brady Fiechter A ruthlessly addictive war of strategy 


System(s) PS3 (PSN) 


reviews 
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words Brady Fiechter 


Multi 1-2 


System(s) Xbox 360/PS3 Multi 1-8 


Developer (Games Available February 


Developer = Spark Available February 28 


Publisher SCEA ESRB Rating E 


Publisher Codemasters ESRB Rating T 


yates f Turning Point: Fall of 
is ae © | Liberty played as well 

gee Ng as Halo 3, its murky, dull 
visuals might be better 
! forgiven, but alas, the 
game struggle to even play as well as an 
average first-person shooter. The technical 
shortcomings too often go beyond 
a disappointing aesthetic, effectively 
harming gameplay and the ability to feel 
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hat an absolute surprise 
this game has been! 
The pull of nostalgia 
>) «can't be ignored; there’s 
Hae an infectious quality 
that grows and grows, a throwback 
to oldschool thinking that moves the 
gameplay: build weapon towers in tree- 


like you’re getting off good, satisfying 
shots. Ideas are stronger than execution; 
falling bodies off a towering sky scraper 
while Nazi’s destroy the surroundings in 
old-time New York sounds like a great 
scene, yet is more of a plodding yawn. 
Turning Point’s theme of an alternate reality 
had some possibilities, but even within this 
fiction you just end up doing uninspired 
and overworked shootouts. 


lined fields and watch them work to fend 
off an attacking army of little soldiers of 
nature. Somewhere on the map lies your 
house, where a group of baby turtles beg 
for your defense. The object is to collect 
coins and gems to keep your arsenal 
slowly growing, while camping out in key 
locations to power up what’s already built 
and prepare for the next wave of creatures. 
The look is so sharp and appealing in HD, 
but you really have to appreciate PixelJunk 
Monsters even more for a style that feels 
so removed from the norm. 

I've had so much fun plotting strategies 
with a friend working another character 

on the same field, it’s almost become an 
obsession to master PixelJunk Monsters 
and advance our scores. It’s been a long 
time since I’ve felt that. 


£90 


t+ 
<e) 
oO 


words 


rand-endemic sports is 
one trend that | can’t get 
enough of, especially when 
it’s done right. What games 
like Mario Strikers have 
done for Nintendo, Sega Super Star Tennis 
will do (or should do) for Sega. This is a 
one-way ticket to triple-A town, a sports 
game done right, and then taken to the 
extreme that each embedded universe 
brings via challenges, minigames, online 
play (for 360 and PS3) and tournament 
play that leads to just deserts, such as 
opening the game’s many secret locations 
and characters. 

Depending on the universe you select 
you get a court (never saw that coming | 
bet), only in lieu of the usual grandstands 
Sega surrounds each venue with a 
massive world teeming with all manner 
of meticulously modeled analogous bells 
and whistles. The Jet Set Radio court 
for instance features massive animating 
amplifiers, everyone’s favorite underground 
DJ Professor K spinning records, the local 
riot police, and the series’ unforgettable 
Shibuya-cho square. House of the Dead, 
Golden Axe, Space Channel 5, Samba de 


— 


Amigo, Sonic, Monkey Ball and a bunch 
of TBD courts are all sparkling examples 
of Sega’s wonderful contributions to our 
industry. Other than playing 
great, through singles play or 
single or multiplayer player 
doubles matches—Sega’s 
rich tennis background 

puts them way ahead of the 
curve— what makes SST 
sparkle are the specials. 
Once your character reaches 
critical mass and his, her, 

or its star begins flashing, 
you're just a shoulder button 
away from sending your 
opponent into a cornucopia 
of disorienting mayhem. Playing as Ulala, 
for instance, each return is accompanied 
by a downpour of Morolians; playing as 
Beat or Gum, riot police rush across the 
court, and as Dr. Eggman, spiked balls 
come hurling over the net. The ball is in 
there (Somewhere), only either darting 
around or within a sea of stuff. Two 
cameras — one bird’s-eye and one court 
level— are employed for your volleying 
pleasure and, well, other than that it’s all 


women’ 
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about enjoying all of your Sega buddies as 
you’ve never imagined in glorious HD. For 
me personally seeing the Jet Set franchise 
in any Capacity reignites my undying love 
for the series and keeps my dream of a 
third game alive...on life support, yeah, 
but breathing nevertheless. There’s more 
than enough here to luv for Sega fans big 
and small. 


Who wants Gum? 
| do!! 
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“This is a one-way ticket 
to triple-A town, a sports 
game done right...” 
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Excellent gameplay in Sega tennis tradition, sparkling 
| visuals on 360 and PS3, replayability galore 


Certain characters could be designed better; key Sega 
brands MIA such as Astal, Gunvalkyrie, Ristar, Comix 
Zone, Oasis, Gunstar, Landstalker, andso on. ..yet we 
get Monkey Ball? Sequel is needed STAT. No Treasure 
games! Bah! 


System(s) Xbox 360, PS3, Wii, PS2 


Developer Sumo Digital 


Publisher Sega 
TU tim 360 and PS3 only 
ESRB Rating #: 


March 21 


Available 


The only crisis would be passing it up 


words Heather Campbell 


ast month, Nick Des 
Barres gave Play a thrilling 
preview of Final Fantasy 
Vil: Crisis Core. Calling 
the game “console-quality 
gaming in the palm of your hand,” he 
promised that it would be the best part yet 
of the Compilation of Final Fantasy VII. 
Well kids, | come here today to confirm 
what Mr. Des Barres has set forth. Crisis 
Core is a full, complete, dignified game. 
It’s one of the few times in my life that | 
have played a portable title and lost touch 
with its material presence in my hands. 
Wrapped up in the presentation, engaged 
by the story, and startled by the music, 
| found myself playing a big game that 
just happened to be on a tiny screen. It’s 
so good that | wanted to get a PSP Slim 
just to be able to plug the bugger into my 
television at home—to anchor myself on 
my couch for a more robust experience. 
Crisis Core has been a system-seller 
in Japan. | hope it works the same way 
here. | mean, | already have a PSP and am 
considering buying a new one because of 
this game. That’s quality, man. 
So, what’s so good about it? Well, 
the combat system immediately comes 
a to mind. Sitting somewhere in-between 
real-time and active-time, the actions you 


Another stel- 
€720@00D lar FF combat 
PG) Attec system. 


select experience a slight delay before 
their implementation. Like a hyper-fast 
version of the turn-based systems of old, 
Crisis Core’s semi-action conveys more 
literally the sort of combat that ATB is 
supposed to represent. Imagine you’re 
playing FFVII, but the characters have all 
been quadruple hasted. Now toss in the 
ability to dodge attacks, or defend at the 
press of a button. Get the idea? Squeeze 
in deluxe, Materia-based customizability, 
and you’ve got pleasantly unique, deep, 
and playful fight sequences. 

Now, add a healthy dose of style and 
beauty to the combat. Couple that with 
instant, high-end (skippable!) CG for the 
attacks of your summons. Crisis Core is 
vibrant, sharp, and detailed. The story, 


play 


Final Fantasy 


the voice acting —| feel like | can’t quite 
be effusive enough. Sometimes the world 
can get a little dreary, and the seriousness 
with which it handles itself is laughably 
grave, but I’d rather play a game that’s a 
too melodramatic than one that hasn’t the 
courage to really be what it wants to be. 

Here’s the thing: whenever | play 
portable games, | get the sense that 
they’re stripped down, or slightly behind 
the times. If I’m at home, | think, “There’s 
a game on my shelf that could do this 
better.” Crisis Core isn’t a game like that. 
It’s modern, and that’s magical. 
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Man, what if this had been an original IP? 
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On newsstands now 


“anything less on PSP 


God of War is asking for trouble...” 


Portable and no less ferocious 


Brady Fiechter 


ad God of War: Chains 
h of Olympus not begun 

to lose focus at the 

end and rely too much 

on recycled ideas, 
this unrivaled PSP game would beja 
contender to one-up last year’s awesome ~ 
God of War 2. Confidently passed on ae 
to Daxter-developer Ready at Dawn 
while original series creator Sony Santa 
Monica stick to console; the God of War 
template is firmly intact, but it’s the:subtle 
sensibilities of these fresh creators that 
make Chains of Olympus an even more 
rounded success. It’s not like that much 
has really changed fundamentally —a 
few added magic attacks are nifty but 
insubstantial—but there are enough 
stylistic flourishes and design choices that wa 
mark the game as something yey L: . PSP at its best, continuing the console GoW greatness 
transformative for a Kratos adventure | 

God of War has gracefully pushed: 

PS2 to its limit in the past, so anythi 
less on PSP is.asking for trouble in the 
most obnoxious of gaming circles. No 
trouble here. There is nota moment in the ~~ 
presentation of Chains of Olympus that as -T i ‘War a 
disappoints, there is maybe no better tech pt pt OF SP takes some di 2 nagin ss | Publisher = 
on the PSP. Add to the benchmark coding. ation t’s ur fi ) get overly cr al God of War fan missing this. Or any fari of -Online/Multi 
job an impressive level of artistry behind ~~ ss of dual-analog, but act. ~=action games, because playing Chains of 
the Greek-mythology inspirations and is, | simply cond not come to grips with Olympus only furthers my opinion that there 
you get a landscape both gorgeous and dodging with both trigger buttons and is no character in the genre as expressively | "Available 
highly spirited. Credit a sweeping musical _—_ “circle.” So it is with a system that never felt as Kratos and his vicious blades. ede 


| never felt comfortable with the trigger-dodging; 
some ie laborious puzzles 


Developer Ready At Dawn 


_ ESRB Rating 


068 


The Stylus is your blade 


words Dave Halverson 


‘d like to begin by saying 
that when Ninja Gaiden 
was announced for the 

DS this isn’t at all what 

| had in mind. My mind 
immediately rewound to 19839, sitting for 
days memorizing pattern after pattern (and 
loving every minute of it) of the original 
Ninja Gaiden. A current generation 2D 
Ninja Gaiden would be an answer to my 
prayers, but that’s so...yesterday. | should 
have known that team Ninja would choose 
to innovate rather than retrace their steps, 
which they have, and in the process 
created the single most beautiful DS game 
to date. Holding the DS vertically, as if 
you’re about to embark on an interactive 
manga, you pretty much are. One thing 
Itagaki has brought back is the hand- 
drawn still-frame cinemas that graced 

the series’ 8-bit run, only ratcheted up to 
current standards with spectacular results. 
The gameplay however is another story — 
entirely new, completely stylus driven, and 
based in the current mythology. The prize is 
once again the Dragon Sword, the dragon 
lineage’s most prized possession, forged by 
a dragon’s fang to defeat the dark dragon. 
The peace that came on the heels of Ryu’s 


Ninja Gaiden 
ragon Sword 


last great victory (six months prior in the 
series’ chronology) has once again been 
shattered, his village ransacked, the sword 
stolen, and his beautiful training partner 
kidnapped (after we have the pleasure of 
controlling her through the game’s real-time 
tutorial/preface). Enter Ryu, looking and 
animating so good that it’s actually hard 

to believe. All of his movements—running, 
walking, platforming, slashing enemies, 
performing supers—are 100%stylus driven. 
You can play the entire game with one 
hand. Ninpo is triggered by tracing the 
Kanji, and then the element it invokes such 
as a massive fireball can also be guided. It’s 
all very easy to grasp, but hard to master. 
The real skills come into play mastering 
techniques such as the Izuna Drop, where 
you must perfectly draw down, up, up, on 
the enemy at the right moment to trigger 

a brutal aerial body slam. Surrounded by 
multiple attackers on different planes the 
art of dodging, slashing, and tapping any 
ranged attackers becomes a symphony 

of eye/hand coordination. ..just like the 

old days, only sans the frustration of entire 
level do-overs. Save spots are conveniently 
located wherever extreme challenges wait, 
Opening up the Ninja Gaiden universe to 


No time to stop and 
smell the flowers. 


its widest demographic yet. The bosses 
are also completely epic, both in size and 
attack patterns. They’re not as hard as the 
console game’s, but they are extremely 
tactical and demand proper wielding of the 
stylus. To be completely honest | did find 
some subtle flaws and camera jamming 
fighting certain bosses. It’s extremely tricky 
to get behind massive charging behemoths 
in a limited space using the stylus to 
navigate the circumference of a tight ring 


or area. The game does have its share of 
frustration, but it’s a small price to pay for 
the game’s visual payoff and overall Uber 
prowess. It’s so beautiful—so far superior 
visually to anything on the DS —that it’s the 
kind of game that makes it worth buying the 
system for. This one will move hardware, as 
if Nintendo needs to. The DS is the number 
one gaming platform on Earth. Innovative 
games like this, Phantom Hourglass, The 
World Ends with You, and so on are the 
reason why. Vive la Difference! 


Story, graphics, music. . .perfection. Gameplay—near 
perfection 
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A few frustrating moments via the all-stylus mechanics 


System(s) NDS 


Developer Team Ninja 


Tecmo 
1 player 
ESRB Rating Teen 


Available March 


System(s) Nintendo DS 


Developer = SUCCESS/Fun Unit 


Publisher Atlus 


ell me if you’ve heard this 
one before: a young prince 
is thrust from his kingdom 
due to invasion by a 
neighboring army, and after 
going on the run as a refugee, he must 
bring together a ragtag group of warriors 

in order to reclaim his land and his throne. 

Let’s be honest: how many strategy 
RPGs do you really play for the story? 
Interesting characters and engrossing 
combat are what we crave, both of which 
Rondo of Swords provides plenty of. 

Well supported by a stellar (and often 
funny) English translation, it’s easy to 
connect with Rondo’s cast of heroes 
and villains, from the conversations 
they have with one another during 
missions, to each character’s beautiful 
sprite artwork that comes to life 

while performing actions in battle. 

Ah, battle... for it is here that the true 
potential of this title shines brightest. 
SUCCESS has done away with a number 
of SRPG traditions in Rondo, most 
notably in tossing the usual method 
of engaging in combat for the “Route 


Nintendo DS 


System(s) 


Developer = Square Enix 


Publisher Square Enix 


was not a fan of the 
original Final Fantasy 
Crystal Chronicles on 
GameCube. Reportedly 
eee. made only as a contractual 
siliesiiette a eeneanilarnigat of Square 
Enix’s GameBoy Advance developer 
license—the original CC was an empty, 
if pretty, exercise in how not to use 
your core game engine. Happily, FF 
CC: Ring of Fates rights that wrong... 
through the careful application of story. 
CC on the ‘Cube had a wonderful 
gameplay toolset, but nothing much to do 
with it. With only the barest of plot threads 
to tie the action together, it was a blast 
four player, but a chore alone—Phantasy 
Star Online without a net connection. Ring 
of Fates retains the rip-roarin’ multiplayer, 
but is equally effective as a solo RPG, 
thanks to a quintessentially J-RPG one- 
player story. It isn’t very Final Fantasy—you 
play as a pair of very young twins who 
grow into young adults over the course of 
the game, rather than an androgynously 
beautiful superman—but thoroughly 
satisfying on a small, handheld scale. 


Available 
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Available April 2008 


ESRB Rating E 


Maneuver System.” Opposing units are 
now attacked by having your character 
chart a path that intersects them, meaning 
with some careful planning and a bit of 
luck, a lone unit can slice through multiple 
foes like a hot knife through butter. 

Not only does this provide for a fresh, 
faster-paced new slant on combat, but 
also an added element of danger. It’s easy 
to get swept up in the action, only to find 
all of your party members separated and 
vulnerable; and trust me, many of the mis- 
sions are already challenging enough with- 
out the punishment Rondo loves to hand 
out at moments like that. Eric L. Patterson 
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«={ Follow a dream 
to adventure and 
_ the golden land! 


Multi 1-4 
March 11 


ESRB Rating E 


The gameplay is almost entirely real- 
time action, with the ability to jump and 
lift objects and enemies. Most special 
attacks, magic and item use happens 
via the DS’s bottom screen, and this 
panoply of control options can sometimes 
be confusing in the heat of battle—my 
only major complaint about the game. 

If you’re a J-RPG/action RPG fan, 
you really can’t go wrong with $39 spent 
on Ring of Fates. It’s beautiful, fairly 
lengthly, charmingly traditional, and just 
might be Square Enix’s best original 
Nintendo DS game yet. Nick DesBarres 
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f | was asked to cite one 

game that defines the NDS 

experience it would be The 

World Ends With You. No 
SS way this game gets made 
on console, and what a shame it would be 
if the spirit of true innovation was quelled 
during this vital turning point in gaming 
culture. Developed by the Kingdom Hearts 
team and Jupiter with character designs 
by Tetsuya Nomura and Gen Kobayashi 
(applause sign flashes), inspired by the 
aesthetics of Shibuya youth culture, it 
doesn’t get any more avant-garde, J-pop- 
vogue than this. 

You play as Neku Sakuraba, a music 
and graffiti addict with a devil-may-care 
attitude who wakes up one day to find 
himself in a strange alternate Shibuya 
district where not only can he read 
everyone’s thoughts but is invisible to 
almost everybody. The only people who 
can see him are other participants in the 
“Shinigami game.” Before he can wrap 
his mind around any of this, however, he 
receives a text message; “Reach 104.Time 


limit 60 minutes. If you do not achieve your 


goal, you will die. From the Shinigami.” 
Flipping over his hand he notices a timer 
embedded on his palm...60 minutes and 
counting. Around this time a beautiful 
teenage girl Shiki Misaki appears who’s 
also been drawn into the game. Shiki asks 
Neku if they can join up to which Neku 


“inspired by 

the aesthetics of 
shibuya youth 
culture, it doesn't 
get any more avant- 
garde, J-pop-vogue 
than this.” 


eo 


reluctantly agrees... Let the game begin. 
Here’s how it works... The Shinigami 
invite the participants —there are other 
teams in the area as well—on various 
tasks, most of which require they clear 
a given area of the “Noise,” physical 
manifestations of people’s negative 
thoughts and feelings that appear as 
mutated animals such as frogs, wolves, 
and so on... Their spirits are floating all 
around them but can only be seen in a 
transcendental state. So Neku must use 


his psychic skills to read peoples’ thoughts 


to gather clues and eliminate the Noise, 
keeping them from reaching their goal, 
because failure is not an option. Fail in the 
game and you’re erased. Sound weird? 
Oh it’s weird...but what a great game it 
makes. Tapping on the Noise brings up a 


dual screen with Shiki on the top and Neku 


on the bottom. You can choose to have 
Shiki fight on Auto, which | recommend, 
or attempt controlling her attacks with 
the D-pad while you go through the many 
motions once engaged in battle. The 
entire game revolves around pins. You 
begin with a single skull pin that allows 
you to slash but as you defeat The Noise 
they drop more and more...Shockwave, 
Psychokinesis, Cure drink, Force rounds, 
Poison bones, Ice blow, Thunderbolt, 
Pyrokinesis... at first you can equip only 
two but as you assail in rank you can take 
up to six into battle, each of which has 
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Shibultyy Main Store 


a special power linked to a stylus move, 
swiping, tapping, dragging, slashing...you 
name it. Pins can be cashed in for money 
once mastered and are kept in decks 
which you can manipulate depending on 
the Noise in the area. Money is used to 
strengthen your characters, but not in the 
usual manner. This is Shibuya baby, it’s all 
about fashion! So basically you’re going 
around reading minds, solving riddles 
(lots of snappy dialogue), shopping, and 
fighting the Noise. That’s The World Ends 
With You...God (who and/or whatever 
you are) bless Square Enix. What makes 
all of this so very insanely special is the 
character design and music. Never have 

| been placed in such a trance as this. 
Okay, well, maybe in JSRF (I think | have 
a thing for Shibuya), but the soundtrack is 
like pure audible heroin. | seriously doubt 
that it will ever leave my brain. As for the 
character design, well, have a look. If this 
doesn’t float your boat, then you live in a 
dingy. See that 80ft. motor yacht about to 
run you down; that’s me. 
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Shiki’s super 
clingy but who's 
complaining... 
besides Neku. 
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Square Enix / Jupiter 
Square Enix 


April 2 
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words Dave Halverson 


‘d like to consider myself 

Sonic’s number one fan in 

the press; in fact, | think it’s 

pretty safe to say it’s so. | 

loved Sonic the Hedgehog 
on 360 (PS3 is another matter)...Sonic 
Heroes, Sonic Adventure, Sonic CD, every 
16-bit Sonic (‘cept Spinball), Sonic Rush 
Adventure, Sonic Battle, Sonic R...and on 
and on. There’s nothing better than when 
Sega breathes new life into Sonic, and so | 
have high hopes for Sonic Chronicles: The 
Dark Brotherhood. That said... 

Polygonal characters inhabiting pre- 
rendered or hand-drawn worlds is nothing 
new. We haven’t seen much of it on 
console these days—it was more a staple 
on PlayStation —but it certainly was an 
effective tool back when precious memory 
was needed for other things, like characters 
and war machines. Most recently the 
method has found a new home on DS in 
games like Ninja Gaiden, where Itagaki- 
san has painted his latest masterpiece. 
Where Gaiden’s backgrounds are pre- 
rendered, however, Sonic’s are hand drawn 
in striking story-book fashion. The story 
gets underway when Sonic—on a two-year 
hiatus having beaten Dr. Eggman—learns 
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that Knuckles and the Chaos Emeralds are 
missing. We don’t Know who took them— 
although this new Shade character looks 
mighty suspicious — but it’s up to Sonic to 
get them back. Now, I’m no Shakespeare 
but right there...this is BioWare. Stolen 
Chaos Emeralds, really? Again? Moving to 
the gameplay, Sonic and company (up to 
11 characters will join him along the way) 
scoot along familiar ground using collected 
rings to purchase special attacks, and 
fatigue points — earned by rhythmically 
tapping in battle—to selectively upgrade 
characters. Essentially BioWare is simply 
translating traditional role playing staples 
into the Sonic universe. 

Nothing wrong with that though. To 
me it’s all in the delivery. If the story is 
compelling (as compelling as a story about 
stolen Chaos Emeralds can be) and the 
gameplay is exciting and vibrant, then this 
could work, however, based on what | saw 
things have a very long way to go. The 
characters, being limited to the bottom 
screen (horizontally) appear very tiny. A 
vertical approach would have served the 
polygonal models better, or better yet using 
both screens, although BioWare explained 
to us that screen-to -screen transitions 


muck up the works. That hasn’t been my 
experience but in this case |’m sure that 
they have their reasons. The one thing that 
really struck me as odd though is that they 
aren’t allowing us to walk behind vertical 
elements in the isometric landscape. Rather 
than go transparent and make the world 
seem 3D we’re made to walk around vertical 
elements as if the entire landscape is a flat 
painting. Imagine what this would have done 
to, say, FF VII. Elsewhere, the spirit of Sonic 
seems to be intact—the music from Sonic 
2’s Emerald Hill Zone made me happy —but 
otherwise | think that the way BioWare 
works, it’s going to boil down to the final 
product. Nothing was nailed down in our 
demo so | don’t want to pass any judgment; 
just opinion based on what | saw. 

Here’s a thought though... Note to Sega: 
| love BioWare as much as the next guy 
but they do science fiction right. There’s 
a little company in Japan called Treasure 
that could give you a Sonic RPG that would 


go down in history for probably half the 
cost, so, whoever is pulling the strings, 
just please remember that name. Treasure 
helped make Sega what it is. It’s also not 
a bad thing to get prefect 10s and rake in 
piles of currency either. Maybe you went 
with BioWare (whom again, | love) for their 
storytelling prowess but retrieving Chaos 
Emeralds? A new “dark” presence? Man, 
this is a road so well travelled it’s closed for 
renovation. Who am | kidding though; it’s 
Sega and BioWare. The odds are definitely 
stacked in our favor. 
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YEAR OF THE FIGHTER: 


Yes, There Are This Many Arcade 
Fighting Games In 2008: 


Akatsuki Blitzkampf -— Subtle Style 
Arcana Heart 2 —- Examu 

BlazBlue — Arc System Works 
Fate/unlimited codes —- Capcom 
Gundam VS. Gundam - Namco Bandai 
The King of Fighters ‘98 Ultimate Match - SNK 
Playmore 

The King of Fighters XIl - SNK Playmore 
Melty Blood: Actress Again - Ecole 
Monster: Ancient Cline - Examu 
Samurai Spirits Sen - SNK Playmore 
Sengoku Basara X - Capcom 

Street Fighter IV - Capcom 

Tekken 6 —- Namco Bandai 

Virtua Fighter 5 R - Sega 


£20 


074 


‘ve had a few months now to process 
the fact that we’re getting a Street 
Fighter IV. Initial media had me 
cautiously optimistic, and as much 
as | would have appreciated a high- 
definition, hand-drawn 2-D revival, my 
adult self knows that such a thing would 
not be appropriate for the Street Fighter 
brand in 2008. All that rea//y matters is 
how it plays, and after having spent a 
combined four hours in line to play a total 
of two matches of SFIV, | can tell you 
that it is perfectly and quintessentially 
Street Fighter. At the current juncture | 
might even hazard to say IV is a bit too 
Street Fighter, being for all intents and 
purposes a polygonal remake of Super 
Turbo. Then again, we’ve only seen two 
new characters (the select screen seemed 
to suggest ten more will be added to the 


current playable roster, which consisted 
of the base SFIl characters along with 
newcomers Crimson Viper and Abel), and 
four minutes of play wasn’t nearly enough 
to assess what impact the new Saving 
System and Ultra Combos will have on 
gameplay. 

For the record, the Saving System 
is a four-part gauge found in the upper 
quadrant of the screen which fills as you 
take damage. Unleashed by pressing 
Fierce and Roundhouse together, it can 
be used for any number of techniques 
like the EX Specials from the Ill series, 
a new instant-stun move, and universal 
unblockables, any of which can be 
cancelled with a dash for combo 
creation. We barely got a chance to use 
it, and thus hesitate to comment, but we 
trust producer Yoshinori Ono with this 


The line to wait for Street Fighter IV topped out at 120 


minutes. There were no complaints. 


massive addition to the core speed-chess 
gameplay of Street Fighter and look 
forward to in-depth analysis when SFIV is 
released in Japanese arcades this July. 
Visually, the game simply must be 
seen in motion to be appreciated. It is 
as perfect a polygonal replica of classic 
Capcom sprites as one might imagine, 
thanks to incredible, exaggerated 
animation work on faces and limbs that 
can often look silly in still screens. The 
designers at Capcom seem determined to 
go against the reality of three-dimensional 
forms in space, torturing polygons 
frame by frame to produce the rapidly- 
deforming false perspective that was 
previously the sole domain of hand-drawn 
art. | can’t think of any other 3-D game 
with this type of animation—nothing even 
in the ballpark—and it is truly a sight to 
behold. Before seeing SFIV in motion | 
was guardedly looking forward to it...now 
I’m contemplating forsaking food for a 
few months to buy the arcade board. 
Capcom wasn’t stopping with just 
Street Fighter IV, of course. Also on 
hand were two other fighters developed 
out of house, Fate/unlimited codes by 
Cavia/Eighting, and Sengoku Basara 
X by Arc System Works. Fate is based, . 
on the hyper-popular adult game of the 
same name by Type-Moon, which has 
since spawned PS2 ports, manga, novels 
and anime. It looked rather impressive 
for a game running on PS2 hardware, 
and replicated the idiosyncratic look 
of the original perfectly in 3-D. Basara 
is a fully hand-drawn affair based on 


American release as Devil Kings. Both 
were admirable works, and had SFIV not 
been looming over them like a behemoth, 
would probably have drawn far more 


attention. iv @ 
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Capcom's own Dynasty Warriors-lite PS2=same. : 


series, the first installment of which saw 
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A moment | thought 
would never arrive. 


NK Playmore was every inch the 
equal to storied rival Capcom 
this year, beginning with the 

fully playable, grounds-up 
Samurai series revival Samurai Spirits 
Sen. Running on Taito’s Type X2 board 
like Street Fighter IV, Sen might not have 
looked quite as gorgeous as Capcom’s 
comeback, but made up for it with 

an adventurous game system (more 
Soulcalibur than Samurai) and 12 all- 

new characters joining a returning 12. 

The game is truly a reimagining rather 
than a straight sequel, with no jumps, no 
projectiles, and a string-based combo 
system in keeping with 3-D fighting norms. 
The graphics, too, were more realistic than 


cartoony, with a muted color palette and 
naturalistic proportions. We’ll have to get 
more time in on Samurai Sen when it’s 
released this Spring, but as it stands it 
makes for a fine counterpoint to SFIV. 
SNK was also showing an enhanced 
re-release of the best-received King of 
Fighters of all time, The King of Fighters 
‘98 Ultimate Match, but the big news 
was the first footage shown anywhere 
of the oft-delayed, high-def, fully hand- 
drawn The King of Fighters XII. Merely 


30 seconds of gameplay were shown, 

but it was absolutely gorgeous. For 
everyone who felt betrayed by Street 
Fighter’s transition to 3-D, KoFXIl is your 
game: Lovely high-res sprites with a color 
palette comparable 
to SFIIl’s, though 
perhaps not as many 
frames of animation. 
No new characters 
could be glimpsed 

in the snippet of 
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footage shown, but old stalwarts Kyo, 
Terry and Kim have never looked so good. 
KoFXII won’t be out until the tail-end of the 
year, but just knowing it’s coming makes 
me feel warm and fuzzy inside. 
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ou know the arcade market must 

be healthy if whopping console 

third party Square Enix wants 

a piece of the action. Arcade 
trading card games have been all the 
rage in Japan these past few years, and 
S-E seeks to put their own RPG-esque 
spin on the genre with Lord of Vermilion. 
The game is played somewhat like a 
realtime Eye of Judgment with a much 
vaster playing field and extensive RTS 
elements using physical cards, which S-E 
has drawn on its large stable of name 
artists like Yoshitaka Amano and Tetsuya 
Nomura to supply illustrations for. Lord of 
Vermilion was fascinatingly unique, and 
with a soundtrack by none other than Final 
Fantasy maestro Nobuo Uematsu, it’s 
clear S-E means business in the arcades. 
Perhaps a PS port using the PlayStation 
Eye is (ahem) in the cards. 


aving just released Tekken 

6 to much acclaim, Namco 

Bandai laid comparatively low 

this AOU, but still managed to 
make an impression. Although the lack of 
an arcade version of Soulcalibur IV was 
somewhat surprising, the company had 
Gundam fans in paroxysms with Gundam 
VS. Gundam, a 4-player fighting game 
ghost-developed internally at Capcom. 
G VS. G throws together nearly every 
Gundam show ever made, for a total of 
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33 Mobile Suits spanning 15 series. Also siletee Wie oA S ss: ah 195. oe 
on display were a trio of racing games, ~ ccna — 
Namco’s stock in trade-Ace Driver 3 in a groovedelic retro-futuristic purple 

Final Turn and Wangan Midnight 3 cabinet. Finally, Namco Bandai’s lineup 

Maximum Tune representing the latest was rounded out by the umpteenth 

entries in those franchises, along with revision of its cutesy percussion game, 

Hanna-Barbera-licensed Wacky Racers Taiko Drum Master 11. 


rc System Works’ key offering was of course BlazBlue: 
Calamity Trigger, previewed in last month’s issue of 
play. Finally getting to see the game in motion was 
revelatory for the die-hard 2-D fan: The first hi-def hand 
drawn fighting game ever was almost painfully beautiful, proving 
two dimensions can kick ass on next-gen...as long as someone’s 
crazy enough to put in the amount of work it requires. The game 
felt very much like Arc’s Guilty Gear series, though perhaps 
slightly less frenetic and more strategic, but with only four 
playable characters it was clear BlazBlue has a while to go before 
its late 2008 release. Also shown at Arc’s booth was Dodonpachi 
Daifukkatsu, shooting champions Cave’s latest, reaffirming the 
relevance of frenzied pellet-dodging. 
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ewcomer Examu, comprised of 

many former SNK veterans, made 

quite a splash last year with the all- 
girl 2-D fighter Arcana Heart. All it lacked 
was a wide character roster and quality 
background graphics, both of which have 
been remedied in the sequel. Arcana 
Heart 2 features seven new battlin’ chicks, 
considerably enhanced special effects, 
and much more intricate stages, feeling 
like the game the original always wanted 
to be. Further announced only on video 
was Monster: Ancient Clime, the third 
homebrew PC fighting game to be making 
the jump to arcades after Melty Blood and 
Akatsuki Blitzkampf. 


Onami stuck largely to its bread- 

and-butter of music games, with 

updates nobody really needs: 
Pop’n Music Party and Guitar Freaks V5: 
Rock to Infinity. More interesting was an 
all-new touch-panel based rhythm game, 
Jubeat (the company’s first in years), 
and the seemingly Wii Sports Boxing- 
inspired Action Cop. The Wiimote-esque 
punchfest has you donning gloves to flail 
away in space, cracking virtual Yakuza and 
American gangbanger skulls. 


he big news over at Sega’s curiously 

sparse booth was a 30-second 

snippet of footage of Virtua Fighter 
5 R, a VF4 Evo-like incremental upgrade 
that features an all-new, androgynous, 
karateka character, as well as the return 
of giant sumo wrestler Takaarashi (!) from 
VF3. New stages were also glimpsed, but 
no other information was forthcoming. On 
the indie shooter beat, Sega was displaying 
lIlmatic Envelope from Milestone (Radilgy 
and Karas), and Mamoru-kun Is Cursed! 
by G.rev (Senko no Ronde). With both 
running on Naomi, can Dreamcast ports be 
far behind...? 
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T= theme at AOU this year was 
very much video game, but no 
Japanese arcade show would be 
complete without a plethora of samples of 
the junk you can find inside UFO Catcher 
machines. Sandwiched among the usual 
suspects—supercute Post Pet, Gloomy 
Bear and Dokodemo Issho plushes—was 
somewhat more interesting fare based 
on Hollywood films like Speed Racer and 
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the 
Crystal Skull. Sadly, the latter was strictly 
no-photos on the pain of Lucasfilm’s 
lawyers, but take it from us-the life-size 
translucent crystal alien skull was rad. 
| nai 
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words Casey Loe 


amco-Bandai are 
packaging this year’s 
North American releases 
of Tales of Vesperia and 
Tales of Symphonia: Dawn 
of the New World as a “10th anniversary 
celebration” of the Tales series. But the 
birthday boy didn’t get invited to his 
own party— Tales of Destiny kicked off 
the series in the U.S., yet its excellent 
remake will apparently not be localized for 
the occasion. Playstation-era Tales fans 
may want to hold their own celebration 
by importing the collector’s edition of 
Tales of Destiny: Director’s Cut, a PS2 
remake that comes packed with a Tales 
music compilation CD and a 128-page 
hardbound artbook. 

The original version of this remake was 
released in late 2006, and the Director’s 
Cut preserves its many strengths. The 
town and field graphics are a definite 
highlight, redone in a beautiful style 
that transforms the hand-drawn tiles of 
Tales of Destiny into hand-textured 3D 
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environments. The characters have been 
redrawn with more realistic proportions 
and many more frames of animation, the 
battle system has been revamped and 
sped up, and several new side quests, 
skits, and animated cut scenes have been 
added. As remakes go, it’s excellent —if 
it wasn’t for the 2D battle system, dated 
soundtrack and the somewhat trite story, 
you might never guess that Tales of 
Destiny was a decade-old game. In fact, 
the Tales of Destiny remake is technically 
superior to Tales of the Abyss in many 
ways: The overworld map is much nicer, 
the loading times are nearly nonexistent, 
and the skits have much more animation. 
That isn’t to say it’s anywhere near as 
good of a game, though. The dialogue in 
Tales of Destiny may be sharply written, 
but the story remains straightforward and 
predictable. The dungeons are confusing 
due to excessively reused environments, 
and the remake preserves the random 
encounters of the original instead of letting 
you see enemies on the field, as modern 
Tales games do. But as someone who 
doesn’t hold particularly fond memories 
for the original Tales of Destiny, | was 
surprised at how enjoyable of a game the 
remake turned out to be. 


This new “Director’s Cut” version is, 
frankly, just a shameless attempt to cash- 
in on the original remake’s success. There 
are a few new side quests and some 
fixes for bugs and balance issues, but 
the only significant addition is a second 
mode called “Leon’s Side,” in which 
you play through a portion of the game 
from Leon’s perspective. This mode has 
plenty of new skits and dialogue scenes 
that reveal the emotions lurking behind 
Leon’s aloof demeanor, but there are no 
big twists or major revelations, and Leon’s 
Side doesn’t feature any new areas or 
enemies (although it is significantly more 
challenging). The minor additions are 
enough to make this the definitive version 
of Tales of Destiny, but if you already own 
the original remake, you certainly don’t 
need the Director’s Cut. 


“The town and 

field graphics are 

a definite highlight, 
redone in a beautiful 
Style...” 


High production values, interesting new content 
Old-fashioned mechanics, weak plot 
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PlayStation 2 
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play is proud to review games on 


ALIENWARE? 


ntroducing Possibility 

Space, a new Austin 

and Beijing-based 

developerfounded by 

= Gage Galinger, Feng Zhu 

and Jeremy Cook—key members of the 
Starcraft, Age of Mythology and Gears 
of War teams. These decorated industry 
veterans have deep pockets to finance 
the development of a mighty little action 
RPG called Warrior Epic. A team of 40 has 
been quietly toiling away on the game for 
many months, and Possibility Space fully 


powered by 
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intends to let anyone play Warrior Epic 
this summer for a fee of zero dollars. 
The goal is polished single-and- 
multiplayer dungeon campaigns across 
the Kingdom of Providence, where every 
player receives his or her own highly- 
customizable warrior hall to host their 
friends and hold all their characters 
and loot, all of it free—with absolutely 
no gameplay restrictions. What’s the 
catch? We took this question and 
several more to Possibility Space’s 
community manager, Brice Lucas. 


System(s) PC 


_ Developer 


_ Publisher 
| Online/Multi 


Possibility Space 


Possibility Space 


4p co-op, PvP 


| Available Summer 


Brice Lucas, Community Manager, Possibility Space 


play: Warrior Epic will 

be free to install and 

play, with an item shop 

system to bring in 

revenue. What kind of 

items can players buy 

and how much power 

do they provide? 

Brice Lucas: Our cash 

shop will be very transparent, prices will 

be extremely low—like pennies for some 
items, and most of the items offered 

will be cosmetic in nature, affecting the 
appearance of your warriors. At no time 
will players be forced to pay in order to 
progress further in Warrior Epic, nor will 
they be able to purchase power. Some of 
the items can be purchased at any level: 
some may be reserved for higher level 
warriors. Inexpensive buff items will also be 
available, primarily for convenience. Each 
mission in Warrior Epic is designed to be 
roughly 15 minutes long, and the number of 
buffs you can carry is limited, so they don’t 
unbalance the play. 


The character hall concept is going to be 
a big hit. It’s a great evolving reward. So 
a level 1 hall is going to look like a wood 
hut compared to a gleaming, treasure- 
filled level 20 hall? 

Your hall will be extremely customizable and 
will be a direct reflection of how powerful 
and wealthy of a hall lord you have become. 
You can deck it out to suit your tastes and 
show off your exploits. It also functions as 

a base. When rooms, such as a blacksmith 
or arcanery, are added, players will benefit 
from sharper weapons or more effective 
spells. There will be class specific rooms 


as well, such as a target range to buff all 
of your ranged warriors, or a library to buff 
all of your students of disciplined magic. 
Each room will also have several artifacts 
to increase the number and types of buffs 
your warriors receive. The hosting player’s 
hall will function as a group’s hub prior to 
embarking on a quest. If the party leader 
has an insanely decked-out hall, all of the 
other members of the party will reap the 
benefits of the added rooms and upgrades. 


Admitting friends into one’s warrior hall 
is a neat solution to the player housing 
feature that so many online gamers 
request. How many characters can a 
player keep in their hall? 

A concrete warrior limit has not been set. 
We are considering setting an initial limit of 
20 warriors, which could be increased as 
players upgrade their halls. 


The hall will encourage experimentation. 
Do each of the eight classes — Pit Fighter, 
Devotess, Archer, Illusionist, Zambrano, 
Vanisher, Dreadnaught and Pangolin— 
have levels and abilities to earn in 
traditional RPG style? 

Yes, every single warrior class will be fully 
featured. Each warrior has its own complete 
set of unique gear, tailored specifically 

for the class. The growth and abilities of 

a warrior are determined using a deep 
traditional skill tree and player distributed 
skill points. 


Will the control scheme be closer to a 
Diablo-style point and click, or more like 
WoW and Guild Wars, using WASD and 
skill bar? 

We are taking the WASD and skill bar 
approach to controls, although point and 
click will also be fully supported. This 
control scheme has proven to be extremely 
effective and it works well in Warrior Epic. 


How many customizable slots do the 
characters have, and will players visit 
familiar strategies here, like quaffing 
health potions, swapping equipment, 
that sort of thing? 

Each warrior will have around a dozen 
equipment slots. Strategically equipping 
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your warrior prior to battle with specific gear 
is one of the ways that we are emphasizing 
team play and battle tactics. Rare and high 
level equipment is extremely resistant and 
effective against certain types of enemies. 
The actual combat and gameplay in Warrior 
Epic uses a totally different dynamic than 
what is Currently being used in games like 
WoW or Guild Wars. It would be easier 

to compare questing in Warrior Epic to 

a tabletop game. Players must think 
collaboratively prior to entering a quest. 
They must consider the environment and 
choose the best gear and warrior classes 

to bring along. This is because player 
resources are limited once in a quest. There 
is no health or mana recharging, nor is there 
an infinite supply of consumables to swig. 


You have chests and breakables with 
items, but the best loot usually comes 
from big, dead monsters. How are drops 
handled in Warrior Epic? 

There are two kinds of drops in Warrior 
Epic, gold and loot. As gold accumulates, 
so does a player’s XP. Gold and experience 
is distributed evenly among all party 
members; this allows an equal amount 

of credit to be given to healers, casters, 
buffers, and tanks. Party unity is a huge 
component to successfully running a quest. 
Loot quality is determined by the difficulty 
of the level and boss for rare drops. There 
will be no ninja looters in Warrior Epic. 
Players will loot monsters independently 
from the other members of their party. So 

if a party defeats a monster that has a 5% 
chance of dropping an “Axe of Despair”, 
then every player has an independent 
chance of getting that item. 


What happens to missions and enemies 
when a party increases in size or 
strength? 

One of my favorite aspects of Warrior Epic 
is how it handles monsters. As players 
increase in level or parties increase in size, 
the monster difficulty increases dynamically 
with them. This works really well in our 
game because we’re not just changing 
monster names from, like, Green Dragon 
to Savage Green Dragon, then slapping 

a new coat of paint on recycled models. 


Quests will be dynamically populated with 
completely different breeds of monsters as 
warriors level up. Of course bigger parties 
and stronger warriors mean tougher beasts, 
which will yield better XP and loot. 


What sort of narrative are you telling in 
the different quest modes? 

We are using some very creative writing in 
the implementation of our mission models. 
There are two quest modes in the game: 
Campaign Mode and Adventure Mode. 
Adventure Mode consists of short, single 
instance quests. These Adventure Mode 
quests deviate from the primary campaign 
story and function as a great way to get 
experience and level-up. Campaign Mode 
involves players reclaiming an ancient 
empire in the main story of Warrior Epic. 
Quests in the campaign mode are broken 
up into 15-20 minute instances, which are 
strung together to tell a single story. There 
will be sub-objectives in Warrior Epic which 
will earn players special badges and other 
rewards. Major class-specific objectives will 
also exist in the game. When these goals 
are completed, special skill points will be 
awarded which will give the warrior access 
to unique abilities. 


How easy is it to find players, 
communicate and most importantly, 
ignore morons? 

Aside from being able to easily contact 

and interact with other players and 

create friends lists in Warrior Epic, we are 
also putting measures in place that will 
completely inhibit in-game spamming by 
giving users total control over how much or 
how little they are exposed to in chat rooms 
and private messaging. 


Where is PvP going to take place in 
Warrior Epic, and what sort of incentives 
will you have to inspire PvP activity? 
Like the quests, PvP will be instanced. 
The PvP mode will have a ranking system, 
special gear, and hall upgrades that are 
otherwise unobtainable in other aspects 
of the game. There will definitely be leader 
boards on the website, as well as the 
game’s Toughest Warrior, which will be 
featured on the front page. The PvP mode 
is fully realized and serves as the perfect 
complement to the PvE portion of Warrior 
Epic. 


Warrior Epic is clearly designed to 
accommodate a wide range of computer 
specs. Do you have settings in there for 
high image quality in big widescreen 
resolutions? 

Yes, and it looks amazing on a high-res 
widescreen display. We have built the game 
from the ground up to run smoothly and 
look great on older computers, but people 
with a fast system will certainly benefit by 
being able to crank up many of the settings. 


When are you hoping to release 

the game, and where will servers be 
located? 

Servers will be strategically positioned all 


over the world. The launch will be global 
and all countries will have access to our 
game the day it goes live. No official date 
has been set for the launch of Warrior Epic, 
but we’re aiming for mid ‘08. 


Any plans for a flat monthly rate? For 
example, players could pay five dollars 

a month for larger halls, a chunk of item 
shop currency —that sort of thing. 

We are still considering our billing options, 
but must stress that Warrior Epic will be 
truly free to play. There will be no progress 
locks that require payment or subscription 
commitments in order to advance. If you 
want to be on the front page of the official 
site, have the sweetest gear and the biggest 
hall, then you have to earn it by getting your 
hands dirty in the game. 


Our thanks to Brice and Possibility Space 
for the interview. A final note regarding the 
developer’s execution of character death: 
If one of your many warriors bites it, you 
can choose to either resurrect them back 
at your hall to use in the next quest, or you 
can instantly fuse the fallen warrior’s spirit 
to any living party member for a huge spe- 
cial attack. Choosing the latter will remove 
that warrior from your line-up forever, but 
the sacrificial boost might save the day in 
a boss fight. Good stuff! 
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Brice Lucas, Possibility Space 


he lads at Cyanide had 

an amusing tale regarding 

Blood Bowl’s origins. 

The French developer 

gained a cult following 
for Chaos League, its previous extreme 
fantasy football series. These titles bore 
an uncanny resemblance to the characters 
and gameplay of the Warhammer-inspired 
Blood Bowl table top games. Games 
Workshop, ever the vigilant guardian of 
its intellectual property, took the issue 
to Cyanide. As it turns out, the two 
companies share a singular vision of the 
field when it comes to medieval gridiron. 
A potential cease and desist turned into 
a flourishing partnership, and Blood Bowl 
the video game was born—coming to PC, 
360, PSP and DS this fall. 

My time at Cyanide was spent with the 

PC version of Blood Bowl, which shares 


most of its code with the Xbox 360 edition. 


lf your game is more Mutant League 
than Madden, Blood Bow! should have 


team has RPG-like stats, abilities and 
item slots that get carried over to the 
next match, provided they survive. 
From gaining levels and training moves, 
to deluxe shoulderpads, trophies and 
hot cheerleaders, this is deep team 
management fused with addictive 
character building and item collection. 
In-game, | witnessed a dwarven running 
back slotted with the Sure Hands ability, 
allowing him a free recovery attempt on 
a dropped ball. Unfortunately he ran into 
an orc equipped with a steam-powered 
chainsaw. Why pass to a goblin wide 
receiver when you can strap him to the 
ball and send both screaming into the end 
zone? Meanwhile, all manner of tomfoolery 
unfolds on the sidelines: dancing 
Bloodweiser Babes, apothecaries and 
mercenaries for hire, bribery and bored 
orcs wrestling each other. Like the finest 
Games Workshop properties, Blood Bowl 
exudes a grim comedy within its fierce 
violence. Cyanide seems to celebrate 
the lunacy at every opportunity. As co- 
designer Regis Robin illustrates (“Even 
menus will have amusing interaction!”), 
tiny goblins are mercilessly flicked across a 


an immediate appeal. If you’re also into 
Warhammer fantasy, this game Is virtually 
an obligatory purchase. All your favorites 
are here: Humans, Orcs, Goblins, Chaos, 
Elves, Dwarves, Skaven and Lizardmen. 
All the in-game world maps are 100% 
Warhammer-true, so every stadium is 
in a familiar region. Each race also has 
famous Champion players across many 
teams; grizzled war vets like the dwarves’ 
devastating lineman Grim lronjaw, or 
Varag Ghoul-Chewer, the brutal Black Orc 
quarterback. 

Blood Bowl can be played as either 
a real-time Madden-like experience, or 
a slower, turn-based game that closely 
approximates its tabletop roots. It’s a 
refreshing idea with great potential in 
multiplayer, where several audiences 
can be served. You can even change 
game type from one round to the next 
to determine who rules at any speed. 
No matter how you play, your roster 
stays persistent. Every unit on your 


seemingly innocuous set-up screen. 

The creation of an eccentric extreme 
football game seems to be well in hand 
for Cyanide. The challenge ahead will 
be Blood Bowl’s multiplayer modes. The 
developer has extremely ambitious plans 
for league play. Imagine testing the mettle 
of your fully-customized team, perhaps 
a veteran crew that you’ve raised for 
weeks, in a huge weekend tournament 
with real prizes. In any case, it’s a full plate 
this summer for Games Workshop fans: 
you'll be raiding Chaos fortresses by day 
in Warhammer Online, and stomping the 
Riekland Reavers at night in Blood Bow!! 
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Players and venues 
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world. 
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tne architecture of 
the Xbox 360 is brilliant 
and makes a lot of 


things much easier 
with great results.” 


Hans-Arno Wegner, Creative Director 


‘ ince our last Sacred 2: 
Fallen Angel update, many 
elements of Ascaron’s 
action RPG have 
coalesced. CDV is now 

onboard as US publisher, a big step for 

the firm as it’s their first next-gen console 
title. The PC version will enjoy an eight 

player co-op campaign while its Xbox 360 

brethren is committed to four-player co- 

op—both with drop-in, hot seat gameplay. 

Sacred 2’s massive hand-drawn overworld 

has been finalized at 22 seamless square 

miles; crossing Ancaria would take hours 
on foot, hence the customizable battle 
mounts. NPCs have been given larger 
brains; between work, play and prayers, 
they react to players’ alignment, time of 
day, and the game’s impressive weather. 
Sacred 2’s selectable characters—the 
Seraphim, Inquisitor, Shadow Warrior, 
High Elf, Dryad and Temple Guardian—are 
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When T-Energy runs wild 


words Mike Griffin 


almost finalized, and as you slay creatures 


through hundreds of quests in the Light 
and Shadow campaign, the game will 
dynamically adjust the amount of gore 
you produce (that’s right, there’s a Gore 
System) depending on your character’s 
particular mélange of damage output. We 
had an opportunity to chat with Ascaron’s 
Creative Director Hans-Arno Wegner 
about Sacred 2’s ongoing design. 


PC, Xbox 360 


| System(s) 
| Developer 


Ascaron Entertainment 


_Online/Multi 8p Co-op, 16p PvP 


| _ Available 


September 


INTERVIEW 


play: A lot of action RPG players 

skim through quest narrative. You 
can’t blame them; there’s plenty of 
forgettable quest design in the genre. 
Why will these Accept button addicts 
pay attention in Sacred 2? 

Hans-Arno: We put a lot of work into 

the quest design. There are lots of 
unusual quests with funny dialogue, 
innuendoes and homages, creating 

a unique atmosphere. Accept button 
junkies will always have the feeling that 
they might have missed something. Fact 
is, the story of Sacred 2 is deep enough 
to satisfy the RPG community. This is an 
interesting and plausible plot with lots of 
twists, fractions and conflicts. Veteran 
writer Bob Bates has done a fantastic 
job creating a storyline that describes 
each character‘s development. And don’t 
forget, Ancaria is a living world. There 
are NPCs walking around, chatting with 
each other and to you. The player is part 
of the world, not a superhero cruising 
through a sterile playground full of 
supernumeraries. 


Action RPGs like Diablo 2 have 
introduced some great skill trees that 
users love to experiment with. What’s 
in store for Sacred 2 players? 

A unique freedom when developing their 
character. Each of our six characters has 
three Aspects of combat arts: fighting, 
technical and magic. Each Aspect 
represents a unique play style specially 
designed for that character. All combat 
arts within an Aspect can be modified 
individually, then freely combined with 
the other facets. This offers an immense 
amount of individual gameplay styles for 
each character. Take the Shadow Warrior, 
for example: he can be played as a tank, 
or a more agile fighter, or even a kind 

of necromancer—and possibly a clever 
combination of the three. Each character 
differs completely from the other. The 
Inquisitor can be a cruel fighter, a mage, 
or a Curse necromancer, and has some 


An Oblivion-sized 
world to pillage. 


of the darkest spells in the game. A 
Dryad, however, can fight at a distance, 
beguile enemies or use Nature spells to 
attack. Every type of player will find a 
perfect Sacred 2 character build for his 
preferences. Each character can also use 
the miracles of a chosen god, completely 
independent of his class. 


A lot of potential in your class design; 
you’re going to see plenty of rowdy 
character discussions in the forums. 
How is the console port going—tough 
to get that slick DX9 code onto the 
360? What HD res are you aiming for? 
The porting of the DX9 code to Xbox360 
was surprisingly easy. For sure, we 

have to deal with less memory, but the 
architecture of the Xbox 360 is brilliant 
and makes a lot of things much easier 
with great results. Because of the 
massive amount of action and high- 
resolution graphics we have in the game, 
we’re supporting 720p as we like to 
prevent any performance issues. 


The first Sacred was loaded with 
peculiar easter eggs to find. Can 
players expect more hidden oddities in 
Sacred 2? 

Oh yes, you will find fun gimmicks... 
such as amusing gravestone inscriptions, 
which were among the most popular 
features of Sacred 1. Did you know there 
were entire websites dedicated to those 
gravestones? And of course, players will 
find loads of other types of easter eggs 
in Sacred 2. 


Thanks for the update, Hans. 
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More tactics for Legends of Norrath 


Real Games, Real Gamers, Real Money 
REAL COMPETITION 


uickly becoming one of the most popular virtual trading card games 
online, SOE’s Legends of Norrath will follow previous chapters 
Oathbound and Forsworn with a third instalment, /nquisitor, set to 
purge heresy in March. Inquisitor adds over 250 new cards to LON’s 
eee = |mpressive deck, each exquisitely hand drawn by top artists like Derek 
Herring. Loaded with new units, quests and cooperative scenarios, /nquisitor also 
includes over twenty loot items that can be claimed by EverQuest or EQ2 characters. 
March will also see the Championship qualifying events for Legends of Norrath. 
First place qualifiers earn a cool $500 cash prize and a paid trip to the LON finals at this 
year’s Gen Con in Indy, where they’!l have an all-access pass to four days of glory. 


“Inquisitor adds 
over 250 new 
cards to LON’s 
impressive 
deck...” 


Quake Live: Free or die hard 


GA Worldwide and id Software have teamed-up to produce Quake 
Live, the forthcoming free-to-play renaissance of Quake 3 Arena. 
Will it be classic maps or remixes for the return of this beloved 
competitive shooter? id Software’s executive producer Marty 
Stratton told Play: “Every arena in the game has, at a minimum, 
had all of the lighting re-worked and updated using a newer lighting model. 
Several arenas have been completely re-textured, some arenas have had slight 
changes to architecture, flow or item placements, and some arenas have had 
very significant re-design work done. We’ve looked at what’s been popular over 
the years, what the pro community has done to some of the original maps.” 

The Quake Live web client is tuned to run at 60 FPS on almost any PC from the 
last five years and the built-in matchmaking and prize tournaments won’t cost a dime, 
as IGA’s ad-support pays the bills. Keep an eye on the Play website for our complete 
Quake Live interview with Marty Stratton and IGA Worldwide CEO Justin Townsend. 
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Re-live Quake 3's inimitable 
speed and precision. 
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Solid state hard drives seem to be on the 
rise, but the costs are still too prohibitive 
for me. Flash memory card prices keep 
dropping, but these solid state hard drives 
remain incredibly expensive (for 100+ GB 
drives anyway). Are solid state drives a 
perfect match for gaming like | hope, or is 
there a major drawback? They must rock 
for game engines like WoW that seamlessly 
load off the hard drive. 

Jav. CA. 


~~ 
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Their increased speeds make 
solid state hard drives perfect for loading 
game engines such as WoW, and you 
should also see improvements in the 
game when loading maps and other game 
elements. While solid state drives can be 
cost prohibitive now, you will see prices 
come down as the technology becomes 
more mature. As we saw with the transition 
from IDE drives to SATA drives, with SATA 
becoming not only more refined but more 
prevalent and therefore more affordable, 
we will see the same transition with 
solid state drives as prices fall to more 
mainstream levels and capacity increases. 


Do you know what kind of big features 
and changes will be in the first service 
pack for Windows Vista? | think it’s coming 
before summer. | may finally upgrade if it’s 
a good one. 

Philip, WA. 
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7 Windows Vista SP1 


Vista Service Pack 1 
will improve Windows quality by 
delivering application and device 
driver improvements as well as further 
updates. Some of the new features of 
Windows Vista SP1 include performance 
enhancements such as more efficient 
memory usage during idle speeds and 
faster load times for accessing and 
opening applications. Also, expect 
to see some new Windows gadgets. 
Windows Vista Ultimate users will have 
an opportunity to download exclusive 
Ultimate items such as Ultimate Vista 
dreamscapes. As with previous Windows 
service packs, plan on enhanced usability 
and functionality. 


| don’t like firewall and virus programs 
cluttering up my taskbar, running checks 
all the time, asking for permission for 
everything. I'd rather rely on a hardware 
firewall. How much protection do | get if 
my connection to the internet is behind 
both a router and a VOIP modem? | figure 
with two hardware firewalls between one’s 
PC and the internet, you can turn off all 
that software junk... 
Will, TX. 


a AVG Anti-virus 


Hardware solutions that carry 
a firewall such as routers or switches 
will offer you sufficient protection from 
malicious hackers trying to access your 
network. If you are running two hardware 
firewalls, you have a very effective solution 
to keep hackers out. But what you have 
neglected are internet-based viruses. Virus 
protection software programs protect 
against both external hackers and internal 
viruses. Without that added layer of 
security, just signing onto the internet can 
expose you to any number of malicious 
programs that can be very difficult 
to remove. We suggest using both a 
hardware firewall and a non-intrusive virus 
protection program such as AVG to keep 
your system secure from both threats. 


| need a new LCD monitor and the 
1080p 24-inch range looks ideal for 
desktop. Nice and big, not too desk 
hogging. After looking at a few brands, it 
surprised me how wide the price spectrum 
is, going from around $500 to over $1000! 
What features are essential on a good 
gaming LCD display these days? | have a 
brand new GeForce 8800 GT to pair it with. 
Dave, QC. 


The number one, most 
important feature for a good gaming 
LCD is the response time. The lower the 
response time on your computer, the 
faster you can display and refresh signals 
sent from your computer and the better 
off you are. With low response times, you 
won’t experience ghosting or have residual 
imagery on the screen from something like 
moving your mouse side to side. Response 
rates are measured in milliseconds so a 
lower number tells you it takes less time 
for your monitor to respond to a signal. 
The best monitor you can buy right now is 
a 2 millisecond display and you shouldn’t 
have any difficulties finding that speed in a 
24-inch LCD. Overall for a gaming system, 
you want to stay at 6 milliseconds or lower. 
Above that and you may notice ghosting. 


You’ve probably heard the news about 
NVIDIA buying Ageia. You guys are the 
hardware experts; do you think this is 
good news for PC gamers? What does 
your crystal ball tell you about what these 
two powerhouses can cook up together? 
Will older PhysX cards get phased-out? 
Paul, MA. 


NVIDIA. 


Now that NVIDIA has 
purchased Ageia, the current PhysX 
cards will most likely be phased-out and 
possibly replaced by a hybrid of a lighter 
physics solution that supports graphics 
or vice versa. Expect to see the PhysX 
processing unit mounted onto NVIDIA 
GPUs. It can either be mounted internally 
as its own die or it can be mounted directly 
on top of the GPU die. Additionally, the 
software developers from both NVIDIA 
and Ageia will now be producing greater 
and more complex applications that can 
leverage NVIDIA drivers. It should be very 
interesting to watch what comes out of this 
acquisition. 


Please visit us at www.alienware.com/ask to read our Ask Alienware archives and learn 


about our latest new products. 


he first CGI Appleseed 
feature film was a beautiful 
thing. The combination 
cel-shaded coating 

made for a slightly banal 
presentation, but overall there’s no arguing 
that it was like a breath of fresh Olympus 
air. Then again, just about anything based 
on anything created by Shirow Masamune 
deserves a place in the Smithsonian 
Institute as far as I’m concerned. 

For their second outing, the Ex 
Machina film partners have truly outdone 
themselves enlisting the directorial skills 
of Shinji Aramaki—one of anime’s elder 
statesmen—and the production wizardry 
of John Woo, Hollywood action master 
extraordinaire. The result is a CGI bliss- 
fest that in a perfect world would eclipse 
half of the trite action rubbish that clogs 
our nation’s multiplexes. The story has 
all of the telltale signs of a Shirow epic: A 
shadowy terrorist group bent on abolishing 
humanity (after they have a little fun with 
us, of course), a Mobile Suit-infused 
Special Forces unit bent on their total 
destruction, and smack dab in the middle 
of the whole mess that underlying current 
that underscores nearly everything Shirow 
touches: where to draw the line between 
man and machine. 

Ex Machina truly has it all. Aramaki and 
Woo’s fingerprints are everywhere you turn, 
and what an amazing team they make. 
The mecha is among the best I’ve ever 
seen in CGl—a kind of mixture between 
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Gundress and Ghost in the or and the 


\ 
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subtle details that Woo brings fansforms 
the stark overtones that so oftem render 
CGI a lifeless medium, creating a film with 
true emotion at its core. You’ve never 
seen Deunan or Briareos like this, and if 
those names don’t mean anything to you, 
then this would be a good time to join 

the church of Shirow. Oh, and get this... 
There’s a ton of excellent extras—a rarity 
for anime CG or otherwise. 


« the subtle details that 
Woo brings transforms 


the stark overtones that 


so often render CGI a 
lifeless nedium...” 


A feature length CGI feature with a soul. Science fiction 


fans will relish John Woo's Midas touch and Shinji Aramaki’s 


gorgeous art...with an actual story. But this one? 
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Blood: It’s 
what's for 
dinner. 


“This show has tt 

all: great characters, 
a fresh story, epic 
battles, and just the 


right mixture of action, 
humor and drama.” 
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elcome to the new face of 
anime where FUNimation 
and VIZ reign supreme, 
followed by Manga Video, 


Right Stuf, Bandai, Media 
f,00000°° Blasters, and the usual studio fare from 


Sony Pictures and Miramax (give or take a 
few stragglers). ADV and Geneon—a good 
half of the market—are no longer (ADV’s 
~~ on life support) and so the field is thinning 
out. While I’m steaming mad that Sergeant 
Frog and Gurren-Lagann got caught in 
the crossfire (they’re bound to turn up, 


though), | can get used to a steady stream Gevert Bad Tidings 
of quality shows without all of the annoying 


filler that has plagued the industry for so 
long. Case in point: Black Blood Bros. extremely well. A bit more sexuality and additional key cast 
Here we have a show that takes an age members and you're looking at a triple-A new franchise. 
old tale—vampires vs. humans—and Volume 2 could be the make or break, 
completely reinvents the wheel. Replacing = 
our typical vampiric protagonists we have Released By FUNimation 
Kotaro, a young, mischievous boy blood 
sucker, and his brother Jiro, wielder of the te 
Silver Blade, a sacred sword with mystical Running Time 100 lovely minutes 
powers. All they want is to live in peace in 
the “Special Zone,” the only place on Earth 
Episodes 4 
where vampires and humans live together Sete: 
in peace. But the Kowloon Children, 
along with the many vampire refugees, 


are making their pilgrimage a living hell. 
Luckily—well, sort of—a negotiator 
between the species, Mimiko, is helping 
smooth the transition, but the Kowloon 


bloodline is proving a more than worthy 
adversary. This show has it all: great 


Characters, a fresh story, epic battles, and 
just the right mixture of action, humor and 
drama. It’s also bloody gorgeous. 


A great new series that fuses drama and horror 


Volume 1 


Rating TVMA 


March 


lick. That’s the word that 
~ came to mind as | watched 
Vexille, Funimation’s anime/ 
CGI extravaganza that’s 
Currently in limited theatrical 
release. Slick animation. Slick battles. And a 
super-slick soundtrack from techno-master 
Paul Oakenfold. Vexille is at its best when 
it's dazzling you with explosions and CG 
effects—they compensate for its slightly 
overblown story and stiff characters. 
Reminiscent of The Animatrix, 
Vexille depicts a near future where 
the UN imposes sanctions on Japan 
because it deems Japan’s technological 
expertise in cybernetics and robotics a 
threat to humanity. Instead of buckling 
under UN pressure, Japan deploys an 
electromagnetic stasis field making 
the country invisible to satellites and 
observation. Trade is still permitted, 
however, and soon Japan’s robots, built 
by Daiwa, dominate the world economy, 
though no one is permitted to enter or exit 
the country—no one can even see it. 
All that changes when Saito, a Daiwa 
executive, convenes a secret meeting 
with the heads of various world powers in 
attendance. The meeting is spectacularly 
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VEXILLE 4 


words Bill Gray 


broken up by a U.S. peacekeeping force 
known as SWORD, led by Leon and Vexille, 
a female agent. SWORD'’s investigation 
into Daiwa takes Vexille and her teammates 
into the heart of Japan itself, and the 
horrifying truth of what they find there. 
Fluid, colorful, engaging, Vexille’s CG- 
animation alone is worth the price of your 
ticket. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before—a 
mix of hard CGI with backgrounds and 
machinery, and an almost hand-painted 
effect on the characters themselves. The 
overall effect took my breath away, and that 
was on my little TV at home. It would be 
mind-blowing to see this on the big screen, 
with Oakenfold’s pulsing techno-soundtrack 
driving the action in the background. 
Dubbing-wise, it matches the high quality 
typical of a Funimation production, though 
if you watch a lot of Funi titles, you may be 
able to recognize some of the voice actors. 
Of course, voice actors can only work 
with what they’re given, and in Vexille’s 
case, | don’t think they had much of a 
chance to shine. The script and story, 
possessed of wonderfully exciting big 
ideas (robotics, nanotechnology, the 
struggle to define humanity), express 
them so heavy handedly that they’re 


“Slick. That’s the word that came to mind 
as | watched Vexille...” 


easy to tune out. It doesn’t help that 
most CGI animators, including Vexille’s, 
still struggle to replicate the range of 
emotions of the human face, leaving you 
with clunky dialogue, stiffly delivered. 
This really hurts the movie—as a friend of 
mine put it, Vexil/e is “mildly profound.” 
Still, Vexille definitely feels big budget, 
and its story is Shakespeare compared 
to some of the drivel you see in typical 
action movies today. Grab a friend who 
has never seen anime before, take them 
to the theater for Vexille, and prepare to 
be dazzled, though maybe not moved. 


Glitzy, high-intensity fight scenes and battles compensate 
nicely for some rough dialogue and wooden facial expres- 
sions. Worth the ticket, definitely. 


Released By FUNimation 


Volume Movie 
RunningTime Heine 
Rating PG-13 


Available In theaters now 


words Bill Gray 


hh, | love One Piece. The 
colorful characters. The 
ridiculous names. And the 
riotous, madcap action of 
a series that doesn’t take 
itself too seriously, yet manages to conjure 
moments of genuine pathos from time to 
time. And it’s about time someone rescued 
it from the crappiness it’s been wallowing 
in for the past few years, and gave it the 
gold-plated treatment it deserves. Finally. 

That “someone,” naturally enough, is 
Funimation, which has admirably stepped 
into the void left by Geneon’s utter 
destruction, releasing “serious” titles like 
Mushi-shi, joint ventures like Witchblade, 
and epic episodic TV shows like One 
Piece. The third-best selling manga ever 
produced by Weekly Shonen Jump (which 
includes Naruto), One Piece has spawned 
an anime TV show, nine movies, five North 
American games, and more action figures, 
statuettes and other assorted tchotchke 
than Nami can shake her stick at. For the 
first 100 episodes or so, though, North 
American fans of the show had to watch 
the excruciatingly watered-down version 
of the show produced by 4Kids and 
designed specifically to appeal to sugar- 
buzzed, seven-year-old boys on Saturday 
mornings. 

To earn an appropriate rating, 4Kids 
had to significantly tone down the show’s 
violence, replacing all of the guns, for 
example, with pop guns, squirt guns, 
or even in one memorable example, a 
“hammer” gun. Cigarettes, cursing and 
cleavage got the ax too. The ham-handed 
“retouching” spoiled most of the fun, and 
what was left got sucked away by the 
irregular airings. A shame, | thought to 
myself. One Piece is so much better than 
Naruto, and yet the way it’s been handled 
killed what could have been a legitimate 
rival to the orange pantsuit. 

Well, Funimation must have heard my 
mental cry, because after 4Kids dropped 
the license, Funi snapped it up and 
immediately announced that it would 
re-issue all 104 episodes aired by 4Kids 
on DVD, only this time uncut, unedited, 
and with a new dub. What’s more, they’re 
making hay out of their license by releasing 


the One Piece movies, starting with The 
Princess and the Pirates reviewed not 
long ago in this very magazine, as well 
as announcing plans to produce the 
remainder of the episodes. Funimation 
sent us a screener of the first five unedited 
episodes with the dub in place, and what 
I’ve seen shivers me timbers—in a good 
way. 

Gone are the silly edits. Back is the 
slightly salty dialogue. Missing is the 
“hammer gun,” hopefully for good. And | 
can finally sit back, relax, and bask in the 
over-the-top zaniness of a fantastic show 
that’s finally targeted to appeal at who 
it should have in the first place — sugar- 
buzzed young men. 


Hide the young children, ‘cause One Piece is back, baby. If 
you've seen previous editions of the show, erase‘em from 
your brain and replace ‘em with these. 

FUNimation 


Volume One 


CT its 125 minutes 
Not yet rated 


Episodes 1-4 


Available 


May 27 
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"COMPLETE SERIES-PART ONE 


THE NEWEST CREATION FROM SHOJI KAWAMORI: THE LEGEND BEHIND MACROSS PLUS AND 
THE VISION OF ESCAFLOWNE WITH AN ORIGINAL SOUNDTRACK BY COWBOY BEBOP’S YOKO KANNO 


13 UNCUT EPISODES ON 3S DVDS #@ COLLECTIBLE SX7 PENCIL BOARD 
LOADED WITH ORIGINAL JAPANESE EXTRA FEATURES 


NOW AVAILABLE ON DVD 


FUNIMATION.COM/AQUARION 


©2004 Shoji Kawamori - Satelight / Project AQUARION. Licensed by FUNimation® Productions, Ltd. All Rights Reserved. lin © 
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Sharp Aquos GPS LCD (LC32GP3U) 


by Sharp Electronics 


We’ve been test driving Sharp’s all-new Aquos GP3 LCD display, a full 1080p (1920 x 
1080 resolution) marvel designed and built for gamers. Our 32-inch unit is ideal for game 
rooms and perfect for apartment and condo dwellers. No details were ignored in the 
GP3’s construction, another impressive design by longtime Sharp collaborator Toshiyuki 
Kita. The panel itself is state-of-the-art eighth generation glass from Sharp’s sophisticated 
Kameyama 2 plant. Combined with the GP3’s four-wavelength backlight, this panel boasts 
deeper blacks and more vibrant reds than previous generation LCD displays, in addition to 
a superb 176 degree viewing angle and fast 6ms response time. 

We ran the Aquos GP3 through a glorious media marathon, assembling several 1080p 
games for the Xbox 360 and PS3, some recent 1080p Blu-ray releases (Across the 
Universe and Michael Clayton), Crysis through the GP3’s handy analog PC input, and 
broadcast television 1080i HD of The Sarah Connor Chronicles and Lost. The GP3 is a 


AQUOS 


SHARP 


Warrior <ctreme 


by WolfKing 


Of the many keyboard mutations that WolfKing has offered in recent years, the backlit 
Warrior Xxtreme is certainly one its most aesthetically pleasing models. WolfKing’s latest 
design is intended to be a 2-in-1 gamepad and keyboard, a concept it claims to have 
tested extensively with players and teams from around the globe. Research that led 

to the Warrior Xxtreme’s dual disc layout: the left “gamepad” disc contains an optimal 
arrangement of key shapes and positions for MMORPGs and first-person shooters, while 
the right half of the Warrior Xxtreme provides a compacted QWERTY pad—one that 
you'll have to wrap your brain around. The Warrior Xxtreme is feature-starved compared 
to programmable monsters like the Logitech G-15 and Razer Tarantula, and its use as 

a fast single-handed typing device is debatable, but if you really enjoy the fine left disc 
ergonomics it could be worth overcoming the learning curve. 


superb multimedia companion. With three HDMI and two component inputs, your consoles 
and DVR can co-exist. The GP3 also features a Game input with “Vyper Drive” — essentially 
bypassing redundant processing to reduce any lag between game and display. 

The Sharp Aquos GP3 produced outstanding images. Its dot-by-dot view mode tends 
to resolve 1080i and 1080p remarkably well. Super Stardust HD is lovely in full HD. Viewing 
Blu-ray films in proper 1080p24, as the GP3 is capable of doing, is an extravagance 
that everyone should experience. One slightly dubious aspect of the GP3’s design is 
the speaker “stubble” along the bottom of the unit, but this petty cosmetic grievance 
in silenced by first-rate audio. Get your own GP3 now in black, red or white at all major 
electronics dealers. 


ution: 1080p (1920 x 1080) 
1ic contrast: 10 000:1 
nse time: 6ms 

jputs: 5 (HDMI x3, Component x2) 
ut: 1 (15-pin VGA) 


Headphones 
Freq. response: 18 — 22,0 
Impedance: 
SPL (@ 1 kHz, 1 Vrms): 1 ; 
Cable: 3.0 meters 


Freq. response: 80 - 15 

Sensitivity (@ 1 kHz, 1V/Pa): 

Impedance: Approx. 2 
Pick-up: Uni-d 


Piranha Gaming Communicator 


The last Razer headset we tried, the Barracuda HP-1, totally delivered on its 5.1 
surround promise, however it but proved quite average in terms of overall sound 
quality and comfort. Razer’s newest headset is the Piranha Gaming Communicator 
and we’re happy to report that this device is well-rounded. While it’s not going to 
massage and thrill your noggin like a pair of Sennheiser 555s, the Piranha produces 
rich bass, accurate highs and lows, and the soft over-ear pads will have you gaming 
for hours without headphone ear fatigue. The Piranha is driverless, works with pretty 
much any OS, and functions perfectly in Ventrillo, Teamspeak and internet telephony 
programs like Skype. The mic’s pick-up range is dead-on. It also works like a charm 
in all Steam games, so you can beg your engineers for a dispenser in Team Fortress 2 
and they’ll actually hear you this time. 
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Full Action Video Game Controller 
Comes with: 

® XBOARD 

® QMOTIONS Game Pad 

® SSX3™® Snow Boarding Game. 
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Tommy Lee Jones, Josh Brolin, Javie 
ReleasedBy 


he best year for movies in 
a decade may have also 
produced one of the best 
movies in the modern era, 
and this in a year when 
the likes of There Will Be Blood and Into 
The Wild fought for arthouse supremacy. | 
loved this movie, every single 
menacing, gorgeous frame. 
No Country For Old 
Men collects a group of 
fantastic performances, 
and at the center is the 
frightening Anton Chigurh 
(Javier Bardem), a ruthless, 
psychopathic killer whose 
weapon of choice is a 
crude cattle execution 
device, which uses a 
can of compressed air to 
silently drive a hammer 
through the skulls of its 
victims. Why this man kills 
is never quite clear, whether for the pure 
pleasure, out of necessity, some bent 
code of honor. Or just out of pure evil; he 
drives by a crow on a bridge and feels 
the need to blast it dead, simply because 
it was there and it seemed sensible at 
the time. When a scene captures death, 
it is awful and poignant, powered home 
by the weight of Anton’s frigid presence. 
No Country For Old Men is a triumph 
of style and razor-sharp storytelling. 
If Anton is nothing more than a soulless 
bringer of death, it is this brand of lifeless 
decay that is indeed part of a country no 


longer fit for old men, old wisdom. The way 
of the world is cruel, pointless and random, 
and watching as the greek chorus, as a 
god figure who seems content to watch 
the gears turn from a safe distance, is 
Sheriff Bell (Tommy Lee Jones). Bell seems 
like a good man, resolved to live a good 
life he doesn’t quite want 

to understand, perhaps 
because to understand is to 
give into the nihilistic gravity 
the film ferociously spins. 

No Country For Old Men 
is not afraid to be exciting 
and humorous in crowd- 
pleasing ways beneath its 
arthouse intentions, even 
when the darkness is setting 
on the screen and about to 
suffocate us. The story of 
drugs and a decent everyday 
man on the run, corrupted 
by the chance for a new life, 
is classic entertainment, but the masterful 
Coens direct this adaptation of Cormac 
McCarthy’s equally gripping novel with a 
complex truth that bites. Should the ending 
have brought more closure? No way. The 
simple yet profound stage in No Country 
For Old Men has no room for a measurable 
Hollywood ending. Brady Fiechter 


“When a scene captures death, it is awful and 


poignant...” 


Bad will 
hunting... 


Directed by: 
Starring: 
Released By: 
Rated: 


omething evil is lurking 

in the fog. It looks like 

it crawled out from the 
ocean, made love with 

an alien, somehow 
spliced in spider DNA, and then decided 
to feast on a motley group of shoppers 

in a grocery store in small-town Maine. 
Even more menacing than the creatures 
encroaching from the mist outside are the 
agitated, questioning, alliance-forming 
humans inside, who grapple with religious 
and racial tension, right wing conspiracy 
and the culture of fear. Director Frank 
Darabont, far removed from the greatness 


Director by: 
Starring: 
Released By: 
Rated: 


orture porn, or whatever 
you want to call the vile and 
vicious Saws and Hostels 
of the world, is losing its 
shock-value charm. There’s 
a generous part of me 

that is more than willing to go in for the 
tasteless garbage that passes for horror 
movies these days, but the satisfaction of 
psychological chills of the more unseen kind 
is the only way to crawl under your skin and 
do some damage. This French horror film 
of modest intentions is fairly tame beside 
the last few years of teen TP, and that alone 
establishes a mood of anticipation for the 
shocking payoff that may—or may not— 
even come. Them makes the mistake of 
reaching to deeply into the grab bag of jolt 
cliches—creepy static TV, creepy voice on 
the other line —but that’s not to say the bad 
guy (guys?) doesn’t manage to provide the 


he exhibited in the also-Steven-King- 
adapted Shawshank Redemption, starts 
out with more B-movie trimmings before 
falling into manic proselytizing. The 
madness that flares between the crazy 
and the sane, the gods and the monsters, 
would have been more compelling if toned 
down a degree or two, but the moody fun 
that drives them all bonkers is more than 
enough to push The Mist engagingly to its 
almost evil climax. Walking out of The Mist 
in the theater, | heard more than enough 
comments: “that’s fu**ed up.” Yes, great 
ending indeed. Brady Fiechter 
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occasional viewer distress as we reluctantly 
watch a good-looking couple run around 
their far-too-secluded-and-perfectly- 
haunted-house-like house, screaming for 
their lives. The film is arbitrary in its plotting, 
offering little more than its mood and sharp 
direction to replace a story with hide-and- 
seek scare tactics. Them is based on a 
“true story”; if you can tolerate the absurd 
ending and disregard any logic before it, 
this small film is at least something the 
genre needs more of. Brady Fiechter 


If you aren't visiting play online... 


www.playmagazine.com 


Check out play online, 
where we feed your _ 
brain daily with mass — 
quantities of gaming, _ — 
anime, and media | 
goodness, then crank 
things into overdrive 
with our exclusive 
news and content 
‘straight from Japan! — 
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if you haven't seen tt yet, foks, here i is: the first official 
teaser trailer for J.J. Abrams take on Star Trek. 
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EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 


We’re so biased... 


e’re often indicted as 
being biased. When we 
heralded the Xbox as 
it began to outperform 
the PS2 with games like Fable, The 
Chronicles of Riddick and Halo, we 
were deemed Microsoft fanboys (and 
| hear you can go to hell for that). 
When we heaped praise on Metroid 
Prime, Windwaker, Super Mario Sun- 
shine, Wario World, Eternal Darkness 
and Starfox Adventures, we were 
accused of drinking the GameCube 
Kool-Aid, and more recently, post our 
Q4 PS8 run, including MotorStorm, 
Resistance, Heavenly Sword, Eye of 
Judgment, Uncharted, and Ratchet 
and Clank—we’ve been indicted as 
PS3 zealots... Just as we were back 
when we got behind the 360... Dirty 
flip-floppers! That’s what we are! 

The fact of the matter is that 
we're constantly experiencing and/ 
or expounding bias in one form 
or another in this industry. It’s the 
nature of the beast... It’s also all in 
the presentation. Bias as prejudice, 
for instance, is an antagonistic 
disposition, however, a predilection, 
partiality, or proclivity is only natural 
when faced with new information or 
a superior product. Is my wife biased 
because she chose a Japanese 
crossover over a US one? No; that’s 
called an educated decision (and self 
preservation— gotta protect the clan). 
The point is, ladies and gentlemen, 
that bias, for lack of a better word, is 
good. Bias is right; bias works. Bias 
Clarifies, cuts through, and captures 
the essence of the evolutionary spirit. 
Bias, in all of its forms—bias for 
better graphics, for higher resolution, 
for Blu-ray—has marked the upward 
surge of mankind and bias, you mark 


my words, will not only save gaming 
but that other malfunctioning corpo- 
ration called the USA. 

If you’re not “biased” towards the 
PS3’s technology, for instance, you’re 
simply not aware of the facts. That 
doesn’t mean you have to get a PS3 
tattoo or peel the “have you hugged 
your Xbox 360 today” bumper sticker 
off your Geo Metro, it’s just what “is” 
is. Maybe you think the 360 has bet- 
ter games, as some of us do. It’s all 
a matter of opinion...another form of 
bias; the bias that literally shapes our 
industry. When the press and public 
react to a given trend or technology, 
the publishers listen. Our bias (and 
yours) has a direct effect on what we 
all end up playing. It’s the essence of 
the “console wars.” The reason cer- 
tain games that would be better off 
on 360 and PS3 are getting made on 
Wii, and that there are so few third- 
party PS3 exclusives (for now), is 
because Nintendo has the numbers 
and the 360 Is (or was) outselling the 
PS3. 

Knowing full well that it’s only a 
matter of time before pricing levels 
out, Nintendo has developed a 
firm grasp on families and younger 
players— people biased towards the 
Wii, as they should be. Elsewhere 
the burgeoning mature demographic 
have their own choices to make. The 
PS3 doubles as a Blu-ray player and 
the tech to go the distance along with 
a rock-solid first-party base, while 
Microsoft has the edge on commu- 
nity, and a first-party army of its own 
including Gears of War and Fable— 
two of the most powerful names in 
gaming. If you can’t own both (sell 
the dog), you have to pick a side. 
Does that make you biased? Yup. 


“Only a fool 
makes a choice 
based on 
residual emo- 
tion or idealism. 
One need only 
turn on the 
evening news to 
see where that 
leads.” 


You fanboy! Look at the PSP versus 
the DS. The PSP has the 3D power 
but the DS is king of the castle (must 
be the chair). At the end of the day 
it’s all about the games or the price or 
both...but mainly it’s about bias. 

Only a fool makes a choice based 
on residual emotion or idealism. One 
need only turn on the evening news 
to see where that leads. And so 
members of the jury | openly admit it: 
yes, I’m biased. Right now I’m biased 
towards the Wii for platforming, 360 
for first-person adventure and PS3 
for adventure. In fact, I’ve recently 
flip-flopped from a Wii scoffer to a Wii 
lover. When presented with new facts 
or information changing one’s mind 
is the right thing to do, but you know 
what? | just love great games. 
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